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Preface 

In light of new priorities established in recent strategic-level guidance such as the 2018 
National Defense Strategy (NDS);1 the rapid evolution of the U.S. Air Force (USAF), sister 
service, and joint concepts for Multidomain Operations (MDO); and the creation of the 
U.S. Space Force (USSF), Headquarters USAF asked the RAND Corporation to explore how 
and where USAF roles and functions might change to better align with these new demands and 
opportunities. This report seeks to inform USAF deliberations on whether service roles and 
functions should be modified and, if so, where and how. The report begins with a short history of 
major roles and functions events, first at the level of the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), and 
then focuses on the events of greatest salience for the USAF. It then assesses the implications of 
roles and functions as regards recent strategic-level guidance, such as the 2018 NDS; emerging 
operational concepts; and the creation of the USSF within the U.S. Department of the Air Force. 
Finally, the report considers the relationship between the USAF institutional vision and roles and 
functions, and specifically how the USAF’s vision of its purpose determines which roles and 
functions should be protected, pursued, or divested.  

The research reported here was commissioned by LeeAnn Borman, Deputy Director for 
Strategy, Concepts, and Assessments, Headquarters, USAF, and conducted within the Strategy 
and Doctrine Program of RAND Project AIR FORCE as part of the fiscal year 2020 project 
Aligning Roles and Missions for Future Multidomain Warfare. 

RAND Project AIR FORCE 
RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of the RAND Corporation, is the Department 

of the Air Force’s (DAF’s) federally funded research and development center for studies and 
analyses, supporting both the United States Air Force and the United States Space Force. PAF 
provides DAF with independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, 
employment, combat readiness, and support of current and future, air, space, and cyber forces. 
Research is conducted in four programs: Strategy and Doctrine; Force Modernization and 
Employment; Manpower, Personnel, and Training; and Resource Management. The research 
reported here was prepared under contract FA7014-16-D-1000.  

 
1 U.S. Department of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, February 2018. 
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Additional information about PAF is available on our website:  
www.rand.org/paf/ 

This report documents work originally shared with DAF on July 1, 2020. The draft report, 
issued on September 29, 2020, was reviewed by formal peer reviewers and DAF subject-matter 
experts. 
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Summary 

Issue 
The formal decisions, documents, and events that established the roles, missions, and 

functions (RMF) of the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) and the military services in the early 
post–World War II years are now over 70 years old. Although the foundational documents and 
agreements have been modified somewhat through legislation, organizational changes, and joint 
service agreements, the original division of labor among the services remains largely unchanged. 
A fundamental reassessment of RMF may be in order for several reasons. First, China and 
Russia have greatly improved their conventional combat capabilities, particularly in the areas of 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance; electronic warfare; long-range precision strike; 
and network attack. The combination of these capabilities puts at risk the U.S. ability to project 
power abroad. Second, in some cases (e.g., defense of air bases from cruise missile attack) 
service stakes and responsibilities are misaligned, inhibiting DoD’s ability to correct shortfalls. 
Third, the services are developing concepts that envision the integration of sensors and shooters 
across domains. At least two services—the U.S. Air Force (USAF) and the U.S. Army—envision 
themselves as the principal integrator of All-Domain Operations, a responsibility currently 
residing with combatant commanders. Finally, the creation of the U.S. Space Force (USSF) 
raises RMF issues both within the Department of the Air Force (DAF) and across the services. 

Approach 
In this report we have identified RMF disputes that have endured as problems for the USAF, 

some factors associated with major RMF events, and several reasons why reform efforts intended 
to address them have often failed. We have also crafted a framework for analyzing the RMF 
implications of strategic-level guidance such as the 2018 National Defense Strategy,1 emerging 
operational concepts, and the creation of the USSF. Finally, we have considered how the vision 
that USAF leaders choose for the service’s future will influence the relative attractiveness of 
RMF courses of action. 

Table S.1 illustrates a vision-based framework that USAF leaders might use to clarify 
choices they face and consider the RMF implications of alternative visions they may wish to 
pursue. The left column displays six visions, ranging from a partnership with the DAF and 
USSF to one that envisions the USAF as a hub for innovation across the joint force. The top row 
lists four alternative courses of action (COAs) and the underlying cells display some possible 

 
1 U.S. Department of Defense, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, February 2018. 
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outcomes at the intersection of a given COA and vision. For example, the Winged Warrior vision 
sees a USAF focused on aerodynamic systems exclusively, which implies a narrower set of 
service responsibilities. One possible outcome of that vision/COA combination might be to 
divest intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). 

Table S.1. Linking USAF Visions to Courses of Action for Roles and Missions: 

Illustrative Outcomes 

Alternative 
USAF Visions 

Alternative USAF Roles and Missions COAs 

Narrowing USAF 
Responsibilities 

Maintaining USAF 
Responsibilities 

Expanding USAF 
Responsibilities 

Advocating for 
Fewer RMF 

Constraints on 
Service Research 
and Development 

DAF/USAF/USSF 
Partnership 
 

 Air and space 
power integrated 
under the DAF 

  

Winger Warriors Divest ICBMs to 
USSF 

   

Resilient Power 
Projector (RPP) 

  USAF is responsible for 
integrated air and missile 
defense of air bases 

 

Joint All-Domain 
Operations 
(JADO) Integrator 

  The Joint Force Air 
Component Commander 
(JFACC) plays unique 
integrating role 

 

Strategic Strike 
Force 

  USAF acquires surface-
based long-range 
strike (LRS) capability 

 

Innovation Hub    USAF is free to 
compete for more 
functions 

Findings and Recommendations 
Major findings from this project are as follows: 

• The USAF’s vision for its future must inform any alternative roles and missions COAs it 
seeks to pursue. 

• It remains unclear whether DAF, USAF, and USSF visions, narratives, and concepts will 
be fully integrated (as in the new Arctic Strategy) or simply aligned. 

• In spite of JADO and Joint All-Domain Command and Control (JADC2), the USAF lacks 
a narrative that clearly explains how it will generate airpower in a contested anti-access / 
area denial (A2/AD) environment.  

• While there is no single trigger for RMF disputes, interservice tensions are most 
commonly associated with ownership of new capabilities or control of a major function. 

• Major DoD reorganization and RMF reform efforts have failed more often than not. 
• Defense agencies are not traditionally considered part of the RMF debates but compete 

with the services for equities and resources. 



 x 

These findings have led to the following recommendations: 

• Consider RMF implications of alternative visions for the USAF.  
• Align or integrate the USAF narrative, vision, concepts, organization, and force structure 

with DAF and USSF efforts.  
• Use the public narrative to explain how the USAF’s desired roles, functions, and 

capabilities uniquely serve the nation.  
• Identify new technologies and capabilities that are priorities for the USAF.  
• Reconcile existing RMF frictions through cooperation and compromise with the 

U.S. Army, the U.S. Marine Corps, the U.S. Navy, the Joint Staff, and defense agencies.  
• Encourage DoD to include defense agencies in all RMF assessments.  

Final Thoughts 
The shift in focus demanded by the growing vulnerability of U.S. forward bases to long-

range precision attack (as exemplified in 2018 National Defense Review guidance), the 2019 
creation of the USSF, and the rapid shift to JADO present USAF leaders with a daunting set of 
demands but also a unique opportunity to initiate institutional transformation. In contrast to times 
of stasis, a period marked by tumult is more likely to open minds to new possibilities and break 
down bureaucratic barriers to organizational and strategic innovation. Thus, USAF leaders have, 
if they so desire, a moment wherein they can rethink fundamental assumptions and consider 
alternate visions for the future USAF. Whatever vision USAF leaders embrace—either alone or 
in partnership with the DAF and USSF—will have distinct RMF implications.  

The key question for USAF leaders is whether the existing framework is fundamentally 
sound (requiring only modest adjustments), whether it should be replaced by a “Key West 2021” 
agreement that would recast RMF assignments, or whether narrowly defined responsibilities are 
a hindrance to agility and innovation and should be scrapped entirely. And this question can 
only be answered after USAF leaders have first arrived at and articulated their vision for the 
future. Without charting a clear vision for its future the USAF will find it exceedingly difficult to 
navigate RMF hazards that will inevitably arise.  
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1. Introduction 

The formal decisions, documents, and events that established service roles and functions for 
the United States military in the early post–World War II years are now over 70 years old (see 
Box 2.1). Although the foundational documents and agreements have been modified somewhat 
through legislation—primarily the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization 
Act of 1986 (see Box 3.1)—organizational changes, and joint service agreements, the original 
division of labor among the services remains largely unchanged. A fundamental reassessment of 
roles, missions, and functions (RMF) may be in order for several reasons.  

First, the security challenges facing the United States have fundamentally changed over the 
intervening years. After 40 years of confrontation with the Soviet Union, the United States 
briefly enjoyed a short-lived period of military dominance. The events of 9/11 ended that period 
of American superiority—not because U.S. conventional capabilities were challenged but 
because they were not optimized for the challenges of counterinsurgency and counterterrorism. 
After almost two decades of fighting violent extremist organizations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
parts of Africa, the United States has now shifted its focus back toward improving its conventional 
combat capabilities. This is partly due to a need to recapitalize conventional forces affected by 
age and heavy use, but primarily it is driven by Chinese and Russia military advances that 
increasingly threaten the U.S. ability to project power and conduct operations.1 The most 
significant of these new capabilities are in intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); 
long-range precision strike (LRPS); and systems designed to disrupt or degrade tactical and 
strategic command, control, and communications networks (through both kinetic and nonkinetic 
means). Although these adversary advances threaten all U.S. military forces, the LRPS threat to 
American installations in rear areas, and especially air bases, is most jarring after years of 
relative sanctuary.2 Joint operations are heavily dependent on unimpeded air operations for ISR, 
strike, defense, and airlift. While these evolving threats are an important motivation for this 

 
1 For the most thorough public assessment of trends in the U.S.-China military balance, see Eric Heginbotham, 
Michael Nixon, Forrest E. Morgan, Jacob L. Heim, Jeff Hagen, Sheng Li, Jeffrey Engstrom, Martin C. Libicki, Paul 
DeLuca, David A. Shlapak, David R. Frelinger, Burgess Laird, Kyle Brady, and Lyle J. Morris, The U.S.-China 
Scorecard: Forces, Geography, and the Evolving Balance of Power, 1996–2017, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, RR-392-AF, 2015. For more on the Russian threat to North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), see 
Michael O’Hanlon, The Future of Land Warfare, Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2015; David A. 
Shlapak and Michael W. Johnson, “Outnumbered, Outranged, and Outgunned: How Russian Defeats NATO,” War 
on the Rocks, April 21, 2016; and Scott Boston, Michael Johnson, Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga, and Yvonne K. 
Crane, Assessing the Conventional Force Imbalance in Europe: Implications for Countering Russian Local 
Superiority, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2402, 2018. 
2 For more on the impact of these threats on the modern American Way of War, see Alan J. Vick, Air Base Attacks 
and Defensive Counters: Historical Lessons and Future Challenges, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation,  
RR-968-AF, 2015a, pp. 11–18. 
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study, the specifics of these threats and assessment of mitigating options are outside the scope of 
this analysis.3 

Second, in some cases (e.g., defense of air bases from cruise missile attack), service stakes 
and responsibilities are misaligned, inhibiting the U.S. Department of Defense’s (DoD’s) ability 
to correct shortfalls. Although changes in roles and missions, by themselves, cannot counter anti-
access/area denial (A2/AD) threats, they can be an important part of a portfolio of changes in 
concepts, forces, weapons, and posture. 

Third, the services are developing concepts that envision the integration of sensors and shooters 
across domains, in large part to counter Chinese and Russian military advances. At least two 
services—the U.S. Air Force (USAF) and U.S. Army—envision themselves as the principal 
integrators of All-Domain Operations (ADO). This is likely to lead to a major RMF impasse. 
The creation of the U.S. Space Force (USSF) also raises RMF issues both within the Department 
of the Air Force (DAF) and across the services. 

Fourth, history also suggests that the inexorable advance of threats and military technologies 
complicates RMF efforts to reflect or keep pace with these new realities. And often the RMF 
implications of new weapons or technologies are unclear at the time of their development. In this 
regard, adjustments, changes, or corrections to shortcomings related to RMF are often lagging 
and usually accompanied by disagreement and debate. Associated planning and military 
investments often reflect these disagreements. They also tend to produce occasional overlap in 
capabilities within the defense establishment—not always an undesirable outcome given the 
uncertainties attached to “the next war.” The current U.S. military is again faced with making 
its RMF architecture align with new and emerging realities. The key difference from prior 
experiences is that such realities are changing faster than they ever have.  

Objective 
This report is intended to inform USAF deliberations concerning DoD roles and missions. 

Toward this goal, the report leverages historical insights on past disputes and identifies areas 
where USAF roles and functions might need to change in light of strategic-level guidance such 

 
3 Over the last seven decades the RAND Corporation has published over 250 reports on various aspects of air base 
defense (ABD) and attack. For a history of RAND’s contributions to this field, see Alan Vick and Mark Ashby, 
Winning the Battle of the Airfields: Seventy Years of RAND Analysis on Air Base Defense and Attack, Santa Monica, 
Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-A793-1, 2021. Several recent reports have addressed aspects of this problem; 
see Miranda Priebe, Alan J. Vick, Jacob L. Heim, and Meagan L. Smith, Distributed Operations in a Contested 
Environment: Implications for USAF Force Presentation, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2959-AF, 
2019; Patrick Mills, James A. Leftwich, John G. Drew, Daniel P. Felten, Josh Girardini, John P. Godges, Michael J. 
Lostumbo, Anu Narayanan, Kristin Van Abel, Jonathan William Welburn, and Anna Jean Wirth, Building Agile 
Combat Support Competencies to Enable Evolving Adaptive Basing Concepts, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, RR-4200-AF, 2020; and Alan J. Vick, Sean M. Zeigler, Julia Brackup, and John Speed Meyers, Air 
Base Defense: Rethinking Army and Air Force Roles and Functions, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation,  
RR-4368-AF, 2020. 
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as the 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS) and emerging operational concepts put forth by the 
various services.4 

Research Approach 
The study design considered the roles and missions problem from both a historical and 

contemporary perspective. The latter, and primary, perspective looked to the future, exploring 
the RMF implications of strategic-level guidance such as the 2018 NDS,5 new operating 
concepts, and new organizations in light of emerging military challenges.  

Figure 1.1 illustrates the framework we used to integrate these perspectives. This framework 
included the conceptualization of a RMF baseline, an analysis of operational demands, identification 
of key choices for the USAF, an excursion on the implications for the USAF of the establishment 
of the USSF, and, finally, the development of findings and recommendations. 

We complemented this line of effort with a historical review of roles and missions. This 
inquiry had multiple objectives: (1) to identify enduring problems; (2) to better understand what 
triggered disputes, as well as what factors contributed to their resolution; and (3) to seek to explain 
why major roles and missions reform efforts often failed. This perspective was informed by a  

Figure 1.1. Study Design 

 

 
4 DoD, 2018. 
5 DoD, 2018. 
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review of the scholarly literature on the history of roles and missions disputes and agreements, as 
well as textual analysis of key documents. For purposes of presentation, we include historical 
examples or vignettes drawn from the past throughout the main chapters of this report. The 
entirety of the historical analysis is presented in Appendixes A and B. 

Organization 
Chapter 2 presents an overview of RMF in DoD. Chapter 3 presents a framework for 

assessing how the 2018 National Defense Review, new Joint Operational Concepts and creation 
of the Space Force may act as triggers for RMF changes. Chapter 4 explores the relationship 
between the USAF’s institutional vision (its understanding of the service’s purpose and unique 
contributions) and strategies to align roles and functions. Chapter 5 presents findings and 
recommendations. Brief historical vignettes are included throughout. Appendix A discusses the 
history of the major DoD-level roles and missions events, including agreements, executive 
orders, legislation, and commissions; this also includes initiatives that failed in their efforts to 
achieve reform or effect change. Appendix B explores the history of Air Force–Army disputes 
over Army aviation, ABD, and air and missile defense (AMD). Appendix C discusses some 
lessons learned from the U.S. Marine Corps (USMC) Force Design 2030 effort that may 
be helpful to USAF planners. Tables D.1 and D.2 in Appendix D show Title 10 service 
responsibilities and DoD functions identified in Department of Defense Directive (DoDD) 
5100.01, respectively.  
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2. Overview of Roles, Missions, and Functions in the Department 
of Defense 

This chapter provides an overview of RMF in DoD. This “baseline”—composed of 
organizations, assigned RMF, Title 10 responsibilities, DoD functions and recent authorities—
provides the foundation for the analysis that follows in subsequent chapters on emerging 
RMF issues and frictions.1 Figure 2.1 displays the establishment and evolution of organizations 
over time. 

Figure 2.1. Evolution of Departments, Services, and Combatant Commands 

 

NOTE: *Changed to Indo-Pacific Command in 2019. 

Five services make up the current baseline (shown in yellow in the figure): USMC (1775), 
U.S. Army (1789), U.S. Navy (USN, 1794), USAF (1947), and USSF (2020). These services are 
housed within three military departments (shown in blue in the figure): the Department of the 
Navy (DoN, 1798), the DAF (1947), and the Department of the Army (1947). The eleven 

 
1 For a detailed discussion of the U.S. military, see Paula G. Thornhill, Demystifying the American Military: 
Institutions, Evolution, and Challenges Since 1789, Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press, 2019. 
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combatant commands (COCOMs), shown in purple in the figure, integrate service capabilities 
and manpower to conduct joint missions.2 Organizations have changed over time: as new ones 
are established, others are disestablished or evolve into new organizations.  

Figure 2.2 shows the changing organizational structure for departments and services over 
time and the emergence of major and secondary RMF seams—or organizational boundaries—
across organizations. The black dotted lines indicate major organizational changes that have 
occurred over time relative to the DAF—from the establishment of the DAF in 1947 to the 
recent emergence of the USSF. The red dotted lines reflect recent RMF seams. Most recently, 
the establishment of the USSF created a major seam with the USAF, and secondary seams across 
the services that have space equities. 

Figure 2.2. Evolution of Military Departments and Services 

 

The military departments, services, and COCOMs form a matrix-like organization reflecting 
their roles and missions: services fulfill their role in recruiting, organizing, training, and 
equipping their forces; and COCOMs unite service components into a joint force to execute 
assigned missions. Services also have assigned functions, which are secondary responsibilities 
in support of primary roles and missions.3 The COCOMs are further organized by geographic 
commands and functional commands, as well as hybrids, such as U.S. Space Command, which 
is functional but has its own area of operation (100 km above the Earth’s surface), and the 

 
2 COCOMs are an artifact of World War II, initially established as part of the Outline Command Plan (1946)—
the first of the Unified Command Plans (UCPs)—and updated in 1947 to include U.S. Atlantic Command. The 
Goldwater-Nichols Act (1986) resulted in the codification of the UCP in U.S. law and mandated a periodic review 
of UCPs (not less than every two years) by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS). See U.S. Code (USC), 
Title 10, Section 161, Combatant Commands: Establishment, October 1, 1986.  
3 This report considers service roles and functions within the context of a broader roles and missions discussion.  
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U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), which has dual-hatted roles and missions 
responsibilities as both a service provider for the COCOMs and an executor of SOCOM 
missions. This structure is shown in Figure 2.3. 

Figure 2.3. Current Organizations for Roles and Missions 

 
SOURCE: Derived from Paula G. Thornhill, 2019, p. 31. 

Additive to the current RMF baseline is the role of defense agencies, which provide for the 
common performance of a supply chain or activity.4 These agencies—many of which have 
emerged in recent years—affect traditional RMF as their responsibilities cut across both service 
roles and operational responsibilities. Figure 2.4 presents a modified RMF baseline to include 
defense agencies and uses a red dashed line to highlight equities in space and missile defense that 
cut across services, COCOMs, and defense agencies. 

The responsibilities for the organizations that make up the RMF baseline are identified in 
U.S. law and DoD policy. The authoritative U.S. legal source for the U.S. military is USC, Title 10, 
identifies functions for the armed forces is DoDD 5100.01, Functions of the Department of 

 

 
4 For example, the Defense Logistics Agency manages the global supply chain for all the services and COCOMs. 
Other agencies, like the Defense Counterintelligence and Security Agency, take care of activities such as 
investigations, security education, and training. 
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Figure 2.4. RMF Baseline with Defense Agencies 

 
NOTE: CIA = Central Intelligence Agency; DHA = Defense Health Agency; DIA = Defense Intelligence Agency; 
DISA = Defense Information Systems Agency; DLA = Defense Logistics Agency; DTRA = Defense Threat Reduction 
Agency; MDA = Missile Defense Agency; NGA = National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency; NRO = National 
Reconnaissance Office; SDA = Space Development Agency; WMD = weapons of mass destruction. 

Defense and Its Major Components. What follows is a description of Title 10 legal roles, missions, 
and organizations, as well as the functions identified in DoD policy (via DoDD 5100.01). 

Title 10 was enacted by the U.S. Congress in 1956 through an effort to consolidate laws 
governing the roles, missions, and organizations of the armed forces. As such, Title 10 lists roles 
for all services and SOCOM. As noted in U.S. law,  

• the U.S. Army is the lead force for land operations;  
• the USN is the lead force for operations at sea;  
• the USMC provides fleet marine forces to support the “seizure or defense of advanced 

naval bases” and “the prosecution of a naval campaign”; 
• the USAF is the lead force for “prompt and sustained offensive and defensive air 

operations”; 
• the USSF provides for the “freedom of operations in, from, and to the space domain for 

the United States”; 



 9 

• SOCOM has dual-hatted responsibilities, from “ensuring the combat readiness of forces” 
to conducting assigned missions.5 

Of note, the USMC has specific force structure written into law, “organized as to include not less 
than three combat divisions and three air wings, and such other land combat, aviation, and other 
services as may be organic therein.”6 

Consistent with the responsibilities identified in U.S. law, DoD policy further stipulates 
functions for the armed forces. Historically, “general” and “secondary” functions were first 
identified within the Joint Action of the Army and the Navy (1927) and revised in 1935. Informed 
by the U.S. military experience in World War II, the National Security Act (NSA) of 1947, its 
amendment in 1949, and the Key West Agreement in 1948 later sought to resolve differences 
across the services through new guidance, which was later revised and formally issued as a 
DoDD in 1954.7 This directive has been periodically revised over time, but underwent a 
significant revision in 1987 following the Goldwater-Nichols Act. DoDD 5100.01 is dated 2010 
but underwent an administrative change in 2020 to correct inaccuracies and to reflect new or 
changed organizations since 2010.8 

DoDD 5100.01 lists DoD functions in for the military departments, military services, and 
SOCOM.9 As noted in DoD policy,  

• the Department of the Army is listed as the principal land force; 
• the DoN is listed as the principal maritime force; 
• the DAF is listed as the principal air and space force. 

The directive stipulates unique functions for each service:  

• the U.S. Army is responsible for “prompt and sustained combined arms operations”;10 
• the USN is responsible for offensive and defensive maritime operations for sea control. 
• the USMC serves “as an expeditionary force-in-readiness”;11 
• the USAF is responsible for offensive and defensive operations “to gain and maintain air 

superiority, and air supremacy as required”;12 
• the USSF is responsible for “prompt and sustained space operations.”13 

 
5 USC, Title 10, 1986. See Appendix D for more information. 
6 USC, Title 10, sec. 8063, 1986. 
7 DoD, White Paper: Evolution of Department of Defense Directive 5100.01: Functions of the Department of 
Defense and Its Major Components, Washington, D.C.: DoD, 2014. 
8 DoDD 5100.01, Functions of the Department of Defense and Its Major Components, Washington, D.C.: DoD, 
December 21, 2010, incorporating change 1, September 17, 2020. 
9 For more information, see Appendix D. 
10 DoDD 5100.01, 2020, p. 24. 
11 DoDD 5100.01, 2020, p. 37. 
12 DoDD 5100.01, 2020, p. 39. 
13 DoDD 5100.01, 2020, p. 39. 
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There are some areas of overlap across the departments and services: 

• the DAF and the DoN share a responsibility for global reach; 
• the DAF and the Department of the Army share a responsibility for security cooperation; 
• the U.S. Army and the USAF share a responsibility for AMD; 
• the USAF and the USMC share a responsibility for close air support (CAS); 
• the U.S. Army and the USMC share a responsibility for amphibious operations; 
• the USAF and the USN share a responsibility for strategic nuclear deterrence; 
• while the USSF has responsibility for space operations, the U.S. Army, USAF, and 

USN have responsibility for supporting space operations. 

Finally, DoDD 5100.01 identifies common military functions to be performed by all services, 
which include some growing areas of focus within DoD: ISR and information operations (to 
include electronic warfare [EW]), offensive and defense cyberspace operations, and special and 
cybersecurity operations.14  

 
14 DoDD 5100.01, 2020, p. 33. 
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Box. 2.1. The Key West Agreement 

The Key West Agreement, often touted as the foundational roles and missions document for DoD, has had a 
long-lasting symbolic and substantive impact on the U.S. military. The agreement stemmed from a conference 
held between the service chiefs and then–Secretary of Defense James Forrestal in 1948. Forrestal called the 
conference in an attempt to quell interservice disputes that resulted from discrepancies between the 1947 NSA 
and the 1947 Executive Order (EO) 9877.  

EO 9877 attempted to flesh out the roles and missions that the 1947 NSA alluded to, and in doing so, created 
opportunities for the services to vie for various mission areas. Most contentious was the topic of aviation—in 
particular, naval aviation. The Navy, based on the NSA language, retained organic aviation. However, the EO 
was more restrictive, suggesting that the Navy coordinate with the Air Force regarding aviation capabilities. As 
expected, tensions ensued between the services.  

The 1948 Key West Conference concluded with a draft functions paper that replaced the controversial EO 9877. 
The new roles and missions paper, “Functions of the Armed Forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” established 
primary and collateral functions for each service, attempting to further avoid mission overlap and encourage 
cooperation. Primary responsibilities referred to those assigned to a single service. Collateral responsibilities 
included functions in support of another service. The intention of identifying secondary or collateral responsibilities 
was to avoid cutting services out of functions they desired. Forrestal envisioned that any duplication or disagreement 
created as a result of the collateral responsibilities would be resolved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS).  

As a compromise document between the services, the Key West functions paper was intentionally vague, allowing 
for wide interpretation in various areas. The paper codified that the Air Force was responsible for the air domain, 
the Army for the land, and the Navy for the sea. Beyond these basic distinctions the document emerging from the 
conference did not provide additional specifics to adjudicate many long-standing roles and missions disagreements. 
It would become clear in subsequent years that the addition of secondary or supporting functions would serve to 
further confuse matters as new overlapping responsibilities provided fertile ground for interservice rows. 

While the Key West Conference is rightfully credited as the foundational event in the U.S. military’s roles and 
missions story, the document left much room for additional clarification and continued interservice fighting. What it 
failed to specify is arguably as important as the guidance it did set forth. Resolution of these gaps would be decades 
in the making. 

Summary of RMF Baseline 
The current baseline for services, departments, and COCOMs has recently been updated, 

and we should expect continued changes in the future given periodic reviews mandated by 
U.S. law.15 Furthermore, the organizational structure for military departments and services has 
evolved over time in response to an ever changing international security environment. 

There are some unique features to current organizations and their responsibilities. In terms 
of COCOMs, U.S. Space Command has its own area of operation (100 km above the Earth’s 
surface) akin to terrestrial-based geographic COCOMs; and SOCOM simultaneously fulfills 
organize, train, and equip (OT&E) responsibilities and conducts special operations missions. In 
terms of services, the USMC force structure is written into U.S. law unlike the other services. 
In terms of defense agencies, agency responsibilities cut across traditional roles and missions 
boundaries, with some verging on operational missions (e.g., the MDA and the NRO). To be 

 
15 Note that the COCOMs are under review currently and it is expected that U.S. Space Command roles will be 
further defined as part of this review. See Theresa Hitchens, “Exclusive: Milley to Sign New Unified Command 
Plan; Defines SPACECOM’s Roles,” Breaking Defense, August 26, 2020e; and Jim Garamone, “Esper’s Combatant 
Command Review to Finish by September,” DoD, February 25, 2020. 
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sure, responsibilities cut across departments, services, and COCOMs, but also defense agencies. 
Defense agencies are a relatively new phenomenon that have not fully been considered or 
addressed in previous RMF efforts, yet have in some cases competing equities with services and 
COCOMs. 

Our analysis of DoD functions also identified some overlap associated with space operations 
and AMD, as well as some gaps in the cybersecurity and EW domains. The ongoing review 
of these functions within DoD, as well as the Joint Staff development of a Joint Operational 
Concept, could further inform a shift in DoD functions. Space and missile defense equities will 
also continue to shift and change given the new USSF, which serves as a real-time RMF case 
study with immediate implications for how the services OT&E a space force to support joint 
force missions. The RMF baseline identified in this chapter serves as the foundation for the 
demand analysis in Chapter 3.  
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3. Implications for Roles and Missions of the National Defense 
Strategy and Emerging Warfighting Concepts 

Using the 2018 NDS as emblematic of recent thinking, DoD has refocused attention on the 
military threat posed by China and Russia. China, and to a lesser extent Russia, have been 
developing postures and capabilities to support an A2/AD strategy.1 The Chinese and Russian 
A2/AD strategies seek to deny the United States the ability to project power and conduct military 
operations in East Asia and Europe, respectively. Although these threats have been recognized 
within DoD since 2009, continuing combat operations in the Middle East and South Asia had 
been treated as a higher priority. The 2018 NDS and subsequent guidance shifted both the 
strategic focus and program priorities away from countering violent extremists to deterring 
Chinese and Russian aggression.2  

To address the near-peer challenge, DoD is developing new warfighting concepts. Key 
service-led concepts include: 

• Joint All-Domain Command and Control (JADC2, led by the USAF), nested under Air 
Force doctrine on Joint All-Domain Operations (JADO);3  

• Multidomain Operations (MDO, led by the Army); 
• Distributed Maritime Operations (DMO, led by the Navy); 
• Expeditionary Advanced Basing Operations (EABO, led by the Marine Corps). 

Concurrently, the recent establishment of the USSF as a new armed force within the DAF is 
forcing a realignment of DoD space and missile defense equities.  

Demands stemming from strategic-level guidance and emerging operational concepts, in 
addition to the new DAF organizational structure, are creating RMF frictions across DoD and 
within the DAF. In this chapter we identify the specific demands being levied on the joint force 
and DAF from both a top-down and a bottom-up view: a top-down joint view of enduring 
regional commitments, interests, and ongoing demands for the joint force stemming from 
strategic-level guidance (e.g., the NDS); and a bottom-up service view of operational demands 
stemming from emerging warfighting concepts. The output of this demand analysis is a 
distillation of RMF implications and key choices and questions for the DAF and the USAF 
related to areas of contestation and competition, gaps associated with new warfighting demands 
and DAF and USAF responsibilities, and nonnegotiables across the joint force. The rest of this 

 
1 DoD, 2018. 
2 DoD, 2018. 
3 David L. Goldfein, USAF Role in Joint All-Domain Operations, Air Force Doctrine Note 1-20, Montgomery, Ala.: 
Curtis E. LeMay Center for Doctrine Development and Education, March 5, 2020. 
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chapter will step through the demand analysis and conclude with a discussion of RMF 
implications.  

Demand Analysis 
The major demand of the joint force today is to project power in support of military 

operations; this includes operations within a contested A2/AD environment. This demand 
presents serious operational challenges. Traditional U.S. approaches to power projection and 
expeditionary operations put U.S. forward-based forces at risk due to near-peer adversary 
postures and advanced capabilities.4 U.S. options to address the near-peer threat include 
distributed operations, long-range precision fires (LRPF), and robust and resilient command 
and control (C2). New elements of such an approach include  

• generating more survivable combat power inside and outside the A2/AD “threat ring”;5 
• providing resilient sensing and C2 to support ADO or MDO;6 
• incorporating more robust forward postures for rapid and sustained responses, from 

concentrated forces and materiel to distributed, dispersed, and redundant approaches;7 
• enabling mass/swarming tactics;8 
• shifting to space superiority and offensive space missions in recognition of space as a 

warfighting domain.9 

Some joint force demands remain unchanged:  

• power projection capabilities and LRPF to strike from distance, including reconnaissance 
and targeting systems, integrated air defenses, and standoff weapons;10 

• a nuclear force to help manage the risks of escalation.11 

To move from expeditionary operations to joint power projection in an A2/AD environment, 
services are developing unique answers to these challenges: the Air Force is leading efforts 
to develop joint battle management through JADC2 to support distributed operations in the 

 
4 DoD, 2018. For more on challenges to U.S. approaches, see Alan Vick, “Challenges to the American Way of 
War,” presentation to the Global Warfare Symposium, Los Angeles, November 17, 2011. 
5 DoD, 2018, p. 6. 
6 DoD, 2018, p. 6. It is important to note that the abbreviations ADO and MDO have often been used interchangeably 
by DoD officials and leaders. 
7 DoD, 2018, p. 6.  
8 See, for example, Thomas Hamilton and David Ochmanek, Operating Low-Cost, Reusable Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicles in Contested Environments: Preliminary Evaluation of Operational Concepts, Santa Monica, Calif.: 
RAND Corporation, RR-4407-AF, 2020. 
9 DoD, 2018, p. 6. 
10 David Ochmanek, Restoring U.S. Power Project Capabilities: Responding to the 2018 National Defense Strategy, 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-260-AF, July 2018. 
11 DoD, 2018, p. 6. 
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European and Pacific theaters; the Army is pursuing an agile and diverse sensor-to-shooter 
network tailored for the European and Pacific theaters leveraging new LRPF, C2 systems and 
new Future Vertical Lift (FVL) platforms to support more distributed operations and advanced 
maneuvers; and the Navy and Marine Corps are developing new operational concepts for 
distributed operations in the Pacific theater focused on naval integration and interoperability, 
sea control and sea denial (SC/SD), and leveraging advanced basing and technological 
modernization. Marine Corps concepts, in particular, shift the service back to its amphibious, 
expeditionary roots. A new joint warfighting concept (JWC) is also under development in the 
Joint Staff,12 with service leads identified for pieces of the concept: the Air Force for joint C2, 
the Army for logistics, and the Navy for joint fires.13 However, it remains to be seen how the 
concept will account for service roles and whether it results in meaningful and productive 
changes with respect to service postures, force structure, and capabilities. 

A discussion of emerging service warfighting concepts and their operational demands 
follows. Each section summarizes the origin and the essence of the respective service concept, 
the military problem these concepts are trying to solve, and the operational demands on the joint 
force. The concepts discussed include: 

• Army-led MDO; 
• Air Force–led Multidomain Command and Control (MDC2) and JADC2, nested under 

JADO; 
• Navy-led DMO; 
• Marine Corps–led Littoral Operations in a Contested Environment (LOCE) and EABO. 

Multidomain Operations 

The Army-led MDO concept lays out an approach for operations conducted across multiple, 
contested domains and spaces through three core tenets aimed at efficiently and rapidly converging 
capabilities and effects across domains.14 Utilizing China and Russia as pacing threats, MDO 
seeks to address the blurring of competition and armed conflict, a progressively contested and 
complex operational environment, sophisticated A2/AD capabilities, and the decline of 
U.S. technological dominance. Recognizing that near-peer competitors can increasingly contest 
across domains and geographic space, MDO offers an operational framework with seven layers 

 
12 Theresa Hitchens, “New Joint Warfighting Plan Will Help Define ‘Top Priority’ JADC2: Hyten,” Breaking 
Defense, January 29, 2020a. 
13 Charles Q. Brown, Jr., “PAIRS CASE 2020-C-0296, Senate Armed Services Committee, Advance Policy 
Questions for General Charles Q. Brown, Jr., U.S. Air Force Nominee for Appointment to be Chief of Staff of the 
Air Force,” 2020 , p. 22; Theresa Hitchens and Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “Milley Assigns Service Roles in All-Domain 
Ops Concept,” Breaking Defense, July 22, 2020. 
14 The three core tenets of MDO are a calibrated force posture; multidomain formations; and a convergence in terms 
of time, space, and capabilities. More information on MDO and its principle tenets can be found in U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), The U.S. Army in Multi-Domain Operations 2028, Pamphlet 525-3-1, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, December 6, 2018b. 
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to demarcate the battlefield.15 Thus, MDO is specifically designed to enable the Army, as part of 
the joint force, to compete and dominate near-peer adversaries across the spectrum of conflict.16  

In order to execute MDO, the Army highlighted six modernization priorities with 
corresponding cross-function teams: LRPF, Next-Generation Combat Vehicles, FVL, the Army 
Network, AMD, and soldier lethality.17 In early 2020 the Chief of Staff of the Army (CSA) 
approved the AimPoint Force, which is a force structure designed to execute MDO. Given the 
varying operational demands of the European and Indo-Pacific theaters, the AimPoint Force 
offers tailored designs for each specific theater—such as a focus on integrated air and missile 
defense (IAMD) and fires in the Pacific, and advanced ground maneuvers and suppression of 
enemy air defenses (SEAD) in Europe—emphasizing varying modernization priorities.18 As with 
the other services, the Army recognizes the need for distributed operations in A2/AD environments 
and resilient C2 in support of those operations; however, logistics, access, and posture constraints 
must be overcome to achieve the level of dispersal envisioned in these concepts. 

The origins of MDO stem from the 2012 Capstone Concept for Joint Operations, the 2010 
Army Operating Concept, and the 2016 Marine Corps Operating Concept. All three concepts 
argue that a changing operating environment demands a convergence and integration of 
capabilities, systems, and personnel. In 2016 the Army and Marine Corps cosigned a draft white 
paper titled Multi-Domain Battle: Combined Arms for the 21st Century.19 However, the Marine 
Corps never officially approved the subsequent finalized concept, opting to pursue its own 
operating concepts with the Navy.20 Afterward, reminiscent of the “31 Initiatives,” the Air Force 
and Army collaborated in further developing multidomain battle.21 Albeit by different terms at 
the time, this conceptual collaboration included a series of multidomain wargames hosted by Air 
Combat Command (ACC) and TRADOC.22 By 2017 the Army’s multidomain battle concept 
focused on leveraging space, cyberspace, EW, and information operations in support of 
traditional Army ground combat units. Meanwhile, the Air Force’s MDC2 concept initially 
sought to integrate air, space, and cyberspace capabilities to create windows of operational 

 
15 The seven operational layers of MDO are the Strategic Support Area, Operational Support Area, Tactical Support 
Area, Close Area, Deep Maneuver Area, Operational Deep Fires Area, and Strategic Deep Fires Area. For the 
Army’s visual depiction of MDO, see TRADOC, 2018b, p. 16. 
16 TRADOC, 2018b, pp. 6–8, 12–13, 17–23, GL-7. 
17 U.S. Department of the Army, 2019: Army Modernization Strategy: Investing in the Future, Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of the Army, 2019, p. 6.  
18 Ashley Tressel, “Army Chief Approves New Force Structure Design,” Inside Defense, April 21, 2020.  
19 Kelly McCoy, “The Road to Multi-Domain Battle: An Origin Story,” Modern War Institute, October 27, 2017; 
Mark Pomerleau, “Marines Take Multi-Domain Battle to the Littorals,” C4ISRNET, September 21, 2017. 
20 Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “Services Debate Multi-Domain: ‘Battle’ or ‘Operations,’” Breaking Defense, April 20, 
2018.  
21 The “31 Initiatives” refer to a 1984 memorandum of agreement between the Army and Air Force service chiefs to 
“further Air Force-Army cooperation on the battlefield.” See Davis, 1987, p. 1.  
22 Jim Garamone, “Air Force, Army Developing Multidomain Doctrine,” DoD, January 25, 2018.  
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opportunity and superiority.23 Subsequently, multidomain battle was rebranded as MDO in an 
effort to elicit interservice buy-in and avoid an overly tactical perspective.24 However, despite 
initial conceptual collaboration, the other services eventually pursued their own operating 
concepts, which are discussed in further detail in later sections of this chapter.25 

Unlike many of the other service-led warfighting concepts, MDO benefits from several 
publicly available and robust reports outlining its framework, underlying principles, and 
supporting functional concepts. This has produced vigorous public discourse and literature on 
MDO and the future of the Army.26 

Table 3.1 summarizes the key elements of MDO.  

Table 3.1. Emerging Warfighting Concept: Multidomain Operations 

 MDO 

Origin Army effort to compete with improved Russian capabilities in the Baltics 

Summary Concept for an agile and diverse sensor-to-shooter network through 
modernization of key capabilities  

The military 
problem 

Deterring and defeating great powers 
Sophisticated enemy long-range fires and air defenses 
Diminishing U.S. technological advantage 
Initial focus on Baltic defense 
Shifting focus on China threat 

Operational 
demands / 
priorities 

Extending and diversifying LRPF 
Improving maneuverability  
Air defense 
Persistent and diverse ISR 
Autonomous weapons 

Potential DAF 
interests 

SEAD/destruction of enemy air defenses (DEAD) 
Effective C2 to support distributed operations 
Missile/air defense 
CAS 
System integration and interoperability 
Cyberwarfare 
Space-based warfare/capabilities 

 
23 David G. Perkins and James M. Holmes, “Multidomain Battle: Converging Concepts Toward a Joint Solution,” 
Joint Forces Quarterly, No. 88, January 10, 2018; David L. Goldfein, Enhancing Multi-Domain Command and 
Control: Tying It All Together, Washington, D.C.: Office of the Chief of Staff, U.S. Air Force, March 2017. 
24 Freedberg, 2018. 
25 Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “All Services Sign On to Data Sharing—but Not to Multi-Domain,” Breaking Defense, 
February 8, 2019a.  
26 For additional sources and information concerning MDO, see TRADOC, 2018b; U.S. Department of the Army, 
2019; TRADOC, The U.S. Army Concept for Multi-Domain Combined Arms Operations at Echelons Above Brigade 
2025–2045, Pamphlet 525-3-8, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, December 6, 2018a; TRADOC, 
The U.S. Army Functional Concept for Mission Command 2020–2040, Pamphlet 525-3-3, Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of the Army, February 6, 2017; TRADOC, The U.S. Army Operating Concept, Pamphlet 525-3-1, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, October 7, 2014; and Andrew Feickert, The Army’s AimPoint 
Force Structure Initiative, Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, May 8, 2020b. 
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Given its initial role in the concept’s development, the DAF has significant equities in MDO: 

• Command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (C4ISR). MDO envisions its multidomain task forces leveraging C4ISR, 
cybersecurity, space, and information warfare assets from both other services and allies. 
For instance, the Army plans to utilize low Earth orbit satellites to counter EW and ISR.27  

• IAMD. The Army is planning to field a diverse set of IAMD capabilities, such as the 
indirect fire protection capability and mobile short-range air defense. The Army is also 
developing the IAMD Battle Command System, which will serve as its contribution to 
JADC2.28  

• SEAD/DEAD. The Army is pursuing a gamut of LRPF capabilities, such as the precision 
strike missile, an extended range cannon artillery, and the strategic long-range cannon. 
With ranges potentially exceeding 500 km, the Army could potentially drastically extend 
the scope of its organic fire systems—for a variety of missions like SEAD/DEAD.29 

• CAS. FVL, the Army’s MDO program to replace its rotary-wing capabilities, aims to 
build a family of manned and unmanned systems. FVL programs, like the Future Attack 
Reconnaissance Aircraft and Future Long-Range Assault Aircraft programs, will be 
equipped with diverse capabilities ranging from CAS to EW.30  

• System Integration and Interoperability. At its core, MDO requires rapid and seamless 
system integration and interoperability to coordinate and converge its sprawling array 
of capabilities across multiple domains. This will require a robust and comprehensive 
C4ISR architecture capable of leveraging capabilities across the Army and joint force.31  

Joint All-Domain Operations and Joint All-Domain Command and Control  

To compete against near-peer competitors, the Air Force identified the erosion of American 
technological advantage and an increasingly complex and contested future battlefield as key 
military challenges. These are best reflected in the threat posed by advanced A2/AD capabilities 
and the increasing importance of the information domain. Thus, the USAF’s JADO concept 
envisions the joint force operating in all domains in an integrated and synchronized manner. 
Understanding that the joint force already conducts JADO in permissive environments, the Air 
Force strives to evolve and acquire new capabilities for contested environments against near-peer 

 
27 Feickert, 2020b, p. 2; Gary Sheftick, “Army Looks to Leverage ‘Low Earth Orbit’ Satellites,” U.S. Army, 
March 9, 2020; Devlin Boyter, “S&T Experimentation Informing Future Tactical Network at Cyber Blitz 2019,” 
U.S. Army, December 19, 2019. 
28 Jeremiah Rozman, “Integrated Air and Missile Defense in Multi-Domain Operations,” Association of the United 
States Army, May 2020, pp. 5–6.  
29 Feickert, 2020b, p. 2; Kyle Rempher and Joe Gould, “US Army Completes Third Test of Lockheed’s Precision 
Strike Missile,” Defense News, April 30, 2020.  
30 Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “Future Vertical Lift: Army’s Aerial Vanguard,” Breaking Defense, February 25, 2020a.  
31 Andrew Feickert, Defense Primer: Army Multi-Domain Operations (MDO), Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Research Service, January 16, 2020a, p. 1;	TRADOC, 2018b, pp. 17–18, 20.  
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adversaries. According to the Air Force, its current aging C2 infrastructure lacks the agility, 
resiliency, and speed necessary for future conflicts.32  

The fiscal year 2021 Air Force posture statement identifies JADO and JADC2 as the top 
priorities for achieving an integrated and modernized force. The full set of priorities are as 
follows: 

• developing JADO and JADC2: shifting to a battle network with next-generation battle 
management and missile warning satellites (e.g., the Advanced Battle Management 
System [ABMS], and next-generation overhead persistent infrared technology); 

• reemphasizing space as a warfighting domain and shifting to space superiority through 
the establishment of the USSF; 

• generating combat power through recapitalization and modernization efforts of the fighter 
and ISR force, and investing in advanced technologies; 

• lean and agile logistics with distributed forward locations and modernized mobility assets; 
• readiness and increased mission capable forces; 
• strategic nuclear deterrence through recapitalization and modernization efforts.33 

Therefore, in support of JADO, JADC2 proposes a decentralized and disaggregated C2 
approach in A2/AD environments.34 JADC2 is seen as foundational for joint operations in such 
environments—in theory, commanders will have improved and accelerated decisionmaking.35  

MDC2 was introduced by Gen David L. Goldfein in 2017 and informed the collaborative 
MDO effort between the Air Force and Army at the time. MDC2 emphasized operational 
agility and resiliency through a new and innovative C2 structure, particularly emphasizing the 
air, cybersecurity, and space domains.36 However, to better align with the 2018 NDS and 
promote interservice jointness, MDC2 evolved into the more expansive and ambitious 
JADC2 concept.37 Not defined by a singular platform, JADC2 is envisioned as a family of 
integrated C2 systems, ranging from cloud-based data sharing to a variety of sensors and digital 

 
32 Adam Stone, “Air Force Seeks to Overhaul ‘Frankenstein-ing’ of C2 Systems,” Air Force Times, September 5, 
2017; Goldfein, 2020, pp. 1–2.  
33 Barbara Barrett and David L. Goldfein, “United States Air Force Posture Statement Fiscal Year 2021 President’s 
Budget Request,” statement before the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Armed Services, Washington, 
D.C., March 4, 2020. 
34 JADC2 supersedes MDC2 and incorporates all lessons learned from that concept.  
35 Goldfein, 2020, pp. 1–3; Nishawn S. Smagh, Defense Capabilities: Joint All Domain Command and Control, 
Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, April 6, 2020, pp. 1–2. For a high-level Air Force graphic 
depicting JADC2, see “JADC2 Executive Overview,” briefing, JADC2 Cross-Function Team, February 2020. 
36 David L. Goldfein, “CSAF Letter to Airmen,” U.S. Air Force News, March 10, 2017; Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., 
“A Wider War: Army Revises Multi-Domain Battle with Air Force Help,” Breaking Defense, October 12, 2017; 
Tim Zadalis, “Multi-Domain Command and Control: Maintaining Our Asymmetric Advantage,” Journal of the 
JAPCC, Vol. 26, Spring–Summer 2018.  
37 JADC2 replaced MDC2 as the approved term for the joint C2 structure after high-level coordination between the 
Chief of Naval Operations and the Chief of Staff of the Air Force (CSAF) in 2019. Theresa Hitchens, “Exclusive: 
Navy, Air Force Chiefs Agree to Work on All Domain C2,” Breaking Defense, November 12, 2019a.  



 20 

links.38 In order to rapidly develop and field JADC2 capabilities, the Air Force is leveraging an 
open development approach. This is reflected in the use of typical four- to six-month contracts to 
foster innovation. At present, the ABMS, pitched as an expansive infrastructure of networked 
capabilities, is the marquee JADC2 project.39 However, a 2020 Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) report identified an absence of firm requirements, planning, and clear authorities, 
all of which may lead to a significant risk of cost growth.40 In response, the Air Force defended 
both ABMS and JADC2, citing technologies and rapidly evolving developments in the classified 
realm.41 Furthermore, the Air Force is conducting a series of technological demonstrations 
involving units and systems from the Air Force, Army, and Navy.42 

In theory, JADC2 is a joint C2 concept led by the Joint Staff, designed to support the 
forthcoming JWC.43 Yet, in practice, the Air Force is the appointed lead for JADC2 
technological testing, and key elements of the concept (e.g., ABMS) are USAF rather than 
joint programs. Moreover, interservice tensions and differences persist as regards the final 
vision of JADC2. For example, the Army’s IAMD Battle Command System is intended to be 
complementary to JADC2 and is in many ways essential to it because of its missile defense 
role, yet differing service requirements will determine the extent to which these efforts drive 
competing solutions.44 This situation will evolve as the nascent concept and associated 
technologies mature and the services progressively become invested in JADC2.45  

Table 3.2 summarizes the key elements of MDC2 and JADC2. 

 
38 Paul Birch, Ray Reeves, and Brad Dewees, “Build ABMS from Bottom-Up, for the Joint Force,” Breaking 
Defense, May 13, 2020.  
39 The ABMS was originally called the Airborne Battle Management System and planned as a replacement for the 
Airborne Warning and Control System and Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System, but the Air Force later 
expanded its requirements to better align with the 2018 NDS and the anticipated future operating environment, 
shifting the system away from an emphasis on airborne C2 nodes. Thus the “Airborne” in ABMS became 
“Advanced.” 
40 GAO, Defense Acquisitions: Action Is Needed to Provide Clarity and Mitigate Risks of the Air Force’s Planned 
Advanced Battle Management System, Washington, D.C.: GAO, GAO-20-389, April 16, 2020a, pp. 4–6.  
41 Sara Sirota, “Goldfein: GAO Report Criticizing ABMS Plans Lacked Real-Time, Classified Info,” Inside 
Defense, June 15, 2020.  
42 Morgan Dwyer, “Making the Most of the Air Force’s Investment in Joint All Domain Command and Control,” 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, March 6, 2020. 
43 Hitchens, 2020a.  
44 For more on the relationship between JADC2 and the IAMD Battle Command System, see Theresa Hitchens, 
“Army IBCS Critical to JADC2: STRATCOM’s Adm. Richard,” Breaking Defense, August 4, 2020d; and Sydney J. 
Freedberg, Jr., “Army IBCS: Joint, up to a Point,” Breaking Defense, May 15, 2020b.  
45 Theresa Hitchens, “OSD & Joint Staff Grapple with Joint All-Domain Command,” Breaking Defense, November 14, 
2019b; Smagh, 2020, pp. 1–2. At the time of this writing, the DAF was in the process of producing an official 
concept paper for JADC2. For additional sources and information concerning JADC2, refer to the following: 
Goldfein, 2017; Goldfein, 2020; DAF, Comprehensive Plan for the Organizational Structure of the U.S. Space 
Force, report to the U.S. Congress, Washington, D.C.: DAF, February 2020a. Smagh, 2020; Priebe, Vick, et al., 
2019; and Eliahu Niewood, Greg Grant, and Tyler Lewis, A New Battle Command Architecture for Multi-Domain 
Operations, Bedford, Mass.: MITRE Center for Technology & National Security, 2019. 
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Table 3.2. Emerging Warfighting Concepts: Multidomain Command and Control and Joint All-

Domain Command and Control 

 MDC2 JADC2 
Origin Air Force effort to consolidate control of 

service cybersecurity, space, and air 
equities. 

Air Force effort to create the standard for future 
joint battle management. 

Summary Concept for integrated C2 of air, space, 
and cybersecurity capabilities and the 
interoperability of capabilities across 
domains.  

Concept for robust advanced battle management 
and ability to converge and deconflict joint 
capabilities. 

The military 
problem 

• Deterring and defeating great powers 
• Vulnerability of forward bases  
• Near-peer adversaries contesting air, 

space, and cybersecurity domains 
• Air, space, and cybersecurity capabilities 

are disbursed and disjointed  

• Deterring and defeating great powers 
• Vulnerability of forward bases 
• Aging C2 infrastructure lacks the agility, 

resiliency, and speed needed for near-peer 
conflict 

• High-end conventional warfare 
• Diminishing U.S. technological advantage 
• The need for a JWC 

Operational 
demands/ 
priorities 

• Integration of C2 of air, space, and 
cybersecurity capabilities  

• Information warfare 
• Inter- and intraservice interoperability 

• Seamless joint C2 on a complex battlefield 
• System-agnostic integration of sensors and 

shooters 

 

Key DAF requirements for JADC2 are as follows: 

• The creation of a resilient, responsive, and integrated C2 infrastructure is critical to 
JADO and JADC2, reflected by a corresponding $435 million budget request. With 
similar efforts ongoing in other services, the Air Force is teaming with sister services in a 
series of exercise, experiments, and wargames to test JADC2 and associated concepts and 
technologies.46 

• Foundational to JADO and JADC2, ABMS must be able to effectively utilize forces and 
capabilities across the joint force—regardless of service or domain affiliation. This 
requires an agnostic approach toward systems and capabilities development, capable of 
integrating a vast array of sensors and shooters.47 

• In highly contested environments, SEAD/DEAD, traditionally an Air Force mission, will 
increasingly involve other services and employ a range of capabilities. JADC2 aims to 
connect and coordinate joint operations but does not specify command relationships or 
decisionmaking processes. Thus, JADC2 raises significant questions about the authority of 
the Joint Force Air Component Commander (JFACC)—for example, in executing JADO.48 

 
46 Smagh, 2020, pp. 1–2; Ali Soika, “AMC Experiments with JADc2 to Enhance the Joint Force,” U.S. Air Force, 
Team McChord, June 10, 2020.  
47 Goldfein, 2020, pp. 3–4; Jay Koester, “JADC2 ‘Experiment 2’ Provides Looking Glass into Future Experimentation,” 
U.S. Army, April 23, 2020.  
48 Mark Gunzinger, Carl Rehberg, Jacob Cohn, Timothy A. Walton, and Lukas Autenried, An Air Force for an Era 
of Great Power Competition, Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2019, pp. 76–77, 
95–96; Elliot M. Bucki, “Flexible, Smart, and Lethal: Adapting US SEAD Doctrine to Changing Threats,” Air & 



 22 

• To implement its vision of JADC2, the DAF must align both DoD and intelligence 
community requirements—particularly the dual use of the NRO and its assets. Questions 
about authorities, acquisition, and organization in regard to the new Space Force remain 
unanswered.49  

In addition to the vision for joint battle management and integrating sensor-to-shooter feeds 
more effectively to support rapid decisionmaking, the USAF is also developing options to address 
air base vulnerabilities and generating combat power effectively in an A2/AD environment. This 
is a long recognized challenge for the Air Force, and both the Pacific Air Forces and U.S. Air 
Forces in Europe are leading efforts to develop and mature an Agile Combat Employment (ACE) 
strategy for distributed forces and operations in the European and Pacific theaters.50 While these 
efforts are not yet fully integrated and understood across the Air Force, the Pacific Air Forces 
and U.S. Air Forces in Europe have developed a concept of operations with that goal in mind and 
to assist in the identification of Air Force requirements to support ACE.51  

Distributed Maritime Operations, Littoral Operations in a Contested Environment, and 
Expeditionary Advanced Basing Operations 

The rise of China as a near-peer competitor is the principal pacing threat for the DoN. 
China’s military modernization efforts and its development and fielding of advanced A2/AD in 
recent years has significantly altered the operational and strategic calculus for the DoN given the 
threats posed to U.S. forces.52 Specifically, China’s A2/AD umbrella exposes vulnerabilities for 
static forward bases and introduces growing concerns about the freedom of navigation. A 
compounding development is the apparent closing of the gap between China and the United 
States in key areas like artificial intelligence and unmanned systems.53 In response to these 
developments, the Marine Corps and the Navy are closely collaborating to create a family of 
naval concepts. At present, DoN concepts include DMO, EABO, and LOCE. Although each 
individual concept addresses varying elements of the overall operational environment, as a 

 
Space Power Journal, Vol. 30, No. 2, Summer 2016, pp. 67–71, 74–75; John A. Tirpak, “Lockheed to Retrofit  
F-35s for Suppression/Destruction of Enemy Air Defenses Role,” Air Force Magazine, June 2, 2020.  
49 Theresa Hitchens, “DoD, IC Tackle All-Domain Hurdles: C2; Command Chain,” Breaking Defense, April 24, 
2020b.  
50 Jennifer Hlad and Amy McCullough, “ACE-ing the Test,” Air Force Magazine, May 1, 2020. 
51 Kimberly Underwood, “Moving Forward with Agile Combat,” Signal Magazine, June 18, 2020. 
52 For more background on A2/AD, see Roger Cliff, Mark Burles, Michael S. Chase, Derek Eaton, and Kevin L. 
Pollpeter, Entering the Dragon’s Lair: Chinese Antiaccess Strategies and Their Implications for the United States, 
Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MG-524-AF 2007.  
53 David H. Berger, “The Case for Change: Meeting the Principal Challenges Facing the Corps,” Marine Corps 
Gazette, June 2020b, pp. 1–10; David H. Berger, Force Design 2030, Washington, D.C.: DoN, March 2020a,  
pp. 2–4; Ronald O’Rourke, China Naval Modernization: Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities—Background and 
Issues for Congress, Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, May 21, 2020a, pp. 4–21.  
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family of concepts they collectively emphasize naval integration and interoperability, deterrence, 
SC/SD, distributed operations, advanced basing, and technological modernization.54  

The DoN’s family of concepts represent a coordinated pivot by both services toward 
integrated maritime campaigns. Despite earlier overtures with the Army’s MDO, the DoN sought 
to develop its own naval-centric operating concepts, noting that naval warfare is inherently a 
multidomain effort.55 DMO originated from ADM John M. Richardson, USN (Ret.), former 
Chief of Naval Operations, in A Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority, which was 
published in 2016 and later updated in 2018.56 Meanwhile, EABO and LOCE were cultivated in 
a series of wargames and experiments at the Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory.57 However, 
from their inception, the DoN’s concepts were a product of intimate and regular collaboration 
between the Marine Corps and the Navy. This renewed interservice coordination is reflected in a 
range of joint endeavors, such as the ongoing Integrated Naval Force Structure Assessment 
conducted by both services and the reestablishment of fleet marine forces in 2020.58  

Each of the DoN’s concepts drastically transforms its respective services and the wider naval 
service in general. Since the 1950s, the organizing principle of the Marine Corps has centered on 
large-scale Joint Forcible Entry Operations—requiring two Marine expeditionary brigades for an 
amphibious assault. However, both EABO and LOCE depart from the long-standing Joint 
Forcible Entry Operations construct, instead emphasizing deterrence and SC/SD in littoral 
environments.59 In support of fleet operations, EABO envisions an expeditionary Marine Corps 
force persisting within the adversary’s weapon engagement zone. This stand-in force will secure 
critical maritime terrain, such as strategic naval choke points, and employ long-range strikes 
(LRSs) against enemy vessels.60 Meanwhile, DMO shifts away from the Cold War–era model of 

 
54 U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, A Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority, Version 2.0, U.S. Navy, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, December 2018, pp. 8–9, 14; U.S. Marine Corps Concepts 
and Programs, “Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations,” webpage, undated a; DoN, Littoral Operations in a 
Contested Environment, Washington, D.C.: DoN, 2017, pp. 7–10.  
55 Freedberg, 2019a. 
56 U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, A Design for Maintaining Maritime Superiority, Version 1.0, U.S. Navy, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, January 2016, pp. 2–5; U.S. Navy Chief of Naval 
Operations, 2018, pp. 3–5; Kevin Eyer and Steve McJessy, “Operationalizing Distributed Maritime Operations,” 
Center for International Maritime Security, March 5, 2019.  
57 David H. Berger, Commandant’s Planning Guidance, 38th Commandant of the Marine Corps, Washington, D.C.: 
DoN, 2019, p. 10; Berger, 2020a, pp. 2–6.  
58 Ronald O’Rourke, Navy Force Structure and Shipbuilding Plans: Background and Issues for Congress, 
Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, June 3, 2020b, p. 27; “Announcement of Way Ahead for  
Re-Establishing/Reinvigorating Fleet Marine Force and Navy-Marine Corps Component Command Relationships,” 
web page, U.S. Marine Corps, January 7, 2020. 
59 Scott Cuomo, Olivia Garard, Jeff Cummings, and Noah Spataro, “Not Yet Openly at War, But Still Mostly at 
Peace,” Marine Corps Gazette, February 2019, pp. WE7–WE8; Berger, 2020a, pp. 6–8.  
60 U.S. Marine Corps Concepts and Programs, undated a; Jim Lacey, “The ‘Dumbest Concept Ever’ Just Might Win 
Wars,” War on the Rocks, July 29, 2019. For a graphical depiction of EABO, see Joseph Trevithick, “Marines to 
Radically Remodel Force, Cutting Tanks, Howitzers in Favor of Drones, Missiles,” The Drive, March 23, 2020b.  
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aircraft-carrier-centric naval forces. Instead, DMO focuses on distributed lethality, which seeks 
to leverage disaggregated vessels and capabilities. This requires a comprehensive architecture of 
integrated tactical networks for C2, ISR, and fires.61 To successfully implement the DoN’s 
family of concepts, both services have emphasized naval integration as a critical priority—
ranging from concept development to systems integration.62 

Table 3.3 summarizes the key elements for DMO, EABO, and LOCE. 
Despite limited Air Force involvement with these DoN concepts, the DAF has significant 

equities in all of them: 

• IAMD. An expansion of Marine Corps IAMD capabilities may create questions regarding 
the division of labor for IAMD across the services. Currently, the Army and Marine 
Corps are jointly developing IAMD capabilities, such as the integration of Ground/Air 
Task Oriented Radar with the Army’s IAMD program and the Marine Air Defense 
Integrated System.63  

• SEAD/DEAD. DoN concepts, through LRPS and distributed lethality, seek to establish a 
comprehensive precision strike regime for a variety of missions, including antiship 
operations and SEAD/DEAD. Potential capabilities include both aerial and maritime 
unmanned systems, land-based Tomahawk missiles, Naval Strike Missiles, and precision 
strike missiles.64  

• System Integration and Interoperability. DoN concepts heavily emphasize system 
integration and interoperability for a myriad of systems and capabilities, including 
satellites, mesh networks, and C4ISR architecture.65 

• Advanced Basing. A central tenet of EABO is the ability of Marine Corps forces to 
persist in EABs in the absence of fixed forward bases. According to EABO, these EABs 
will serve not only as firing positions for LRPF but also as forward arming and refueling 
points for aircraft.66  

 
61 Eyer and McJessy, 2019; Thomas S. Rowden, Surface Force Strategy, Return to Sea Control, Naval Base 
Coronado, Calif.: U.S. Naval Surface Force, 2017, pp. 9–11.  
62 U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, 2018, p. 14; Berger, 2020a, p. 11. For additional sources and information 
concerning DoN concepts and associated endeavors, see Berger, 2019; Berger, 2020b; DoN, 2017; Rowden, 2017; 
and DoN, A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower, Washington, D.C.: U.S. DoN, 2015. 
63 Jason Sherman, “Army, USMC Exploring IBCS–G/ATOR Integration; Sign of New Confidence in IAMD 
Development,” Inside Defense, January 7, 2019; U.S. Marine Corps, 2019 Marine Corps Aviation Plan, Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Marine Corps, 2019, pp. 148–150; U.S. Marine Corps Concepts and Programs, “Ground/Air Task 
Oriented Radar (G/ATOR),” webpage, undated b; Megan Eckstein, “Marines’ Anti-Drone Defense System Moving 
Towards Testing, Fielding Decision by End of Year,” USNI News, March 11, 2019.  
64 Joseph Trevithick, “Marines Set to Be the First to Bring Back Land-Based Tomahawk Missiles Post-INF Treaty,” 
The Drive, March 5, 2020a; David B. Larter, “Here’s the US Marine Corps’ Plan for Sinking Chinese Ships with 
Drone Missile Launchers,” Defense News, February 12, 2020; Paul McLeary, “Marines Want Missiles to Sink Ships 
from Shores, and They Want Them Fast,” Breaking Defense, January 17, 2019.  
65 U.S. Navy Chief of Naval Operations, 2018, p. 14; Berger, 2020a, p. 11; Eyer and McJessy, 2019. 
66 USMC, Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO) Handbook, version 1.1, Quantico, Va.: USMC 
Warfighting Lab, Concepts and Plans Division, June 1, 2018, p. 28.  
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Table 3.3. Emerging Warfighting Concepts: Distributed Maritime Operations, Littoral Operations in a Contested Environment, and 
Expeditionary Advanced Basing Operations 

DMO LOCE EABO 
Origin Navy effort to integrate naval capabilities in 

response to modern technological threats. 
Marine Corps effort to return to its amphibious, 
expeditionary mission. 

Marine Corps effort to return to its 
amphibious, expeditionary mission. 

Summary Concept for localized sea control and naval 
integration across the fleet through 
modernization of key capabilities.  

Concept for naval operations in contested 
littoral environments through greater naval 
integration. 

Concept for integrated naval campaigns and 
sea-denial through a network of austere 
expeditionary advanced bases (EABs).  

The military problem • Great power competition
• Advanced near-peer A2/AD systems
• Freedom of navigation
• Diminishing U.S. technological

advantage
• Competition with China

• Advanced near-peer A2/AD systems
• Advanced enemy C4ISR-strike complex
• The blurring distinction between land and

maritime operations and threats
• Insufficient maritime capacity
• Crisis response in hostile environments

• Great power competition
• Advanced near-peer A2/AD systems
• Operating within the weapon

engagement zone
• Freedom of navigation
• Diminishing U.S. technological

advantage
• South China Sea challenge

Operational 
demands/priorities 

• Improving naval integration and
interoperability

• Agnostic sensor-to-shooter system
(distributed lethality)

• Artificial intelligence and unmanned
systems

• Strengthening subsurface capabilities
• Modernize/replace aging fleet

• Modular, scalable, and integrated naval
network

• Mobile forward force
• Integrated naval command structure
• Increasing naval integration
• Creation of littoral combat formations
• Sea denial capabilities

• Extend and diversify LRPS
• Naval integration and supporting fleet

operations
• Air defenses
• Ground-based antiship capabilities
• Persistent and diverse C4ISR
• Integration of various unmanned

systems
• Resilient EABs

Potential DAF 
interests 

• Missile/air defense
• Effective C2 to support distributed

operations
• Antiship warfare via air assets
• Cyberwarfare
• Space-based warfare/capabilities
• System integration and

interoperability

• Missile/air defense
• Effective C2 to support distributed

operations
• Antiship warfare via air assets
• SEAD/DEAD
• System integration and interoperability

• Missile/air defense
• Effective C2 to support distributed

operations
• Antiship warfare via air assets
• SEAD/DEAD
• CAS
• Advanced basing options/ forward

arming and refueling points
• ISR
• System integration and interoperability
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Summary of Demand Analysis 

The joint force is developing new power projection options to counter A2/AD threats posed 

by near peers. Elements of such options include distributed operations, LRPF, and robust and 

resilient C2. Each of the services offers unique views for how to operate more effectively in 

an A2/AD environment: the Air Force is leading efforts to advance joint battle management 

capabilities to support distributed operations in the European and Pacific theaters;67 the Army is 

pursuing an agile and diverse sensor-to-shooter network tailored for European and Pacific 

theaters leveraging new LRPS capabilities, C2 systems, and vertical lift platforms to support 

distributed operations and advanced maneuvers; and the Marine Corps and Navy are developing 

operational concepts and capabilities for distributed operations in the Pacific theater that contest 

and impose SC/SD. Of note, the Marine Corps concepts shift the service back to its amphibious, 

expeditionary roots. However, with respect to the Air Force, despite a compelling vision for joint 

battle management and integrating sensor-to-shooter feeds more effectively to support rapid 

decisionmaking, USAF answers for addressing air base vulnerabilities and generating combat 

power effectively in an A2/AD environment are less clear and still under development.  

A new JWC is also under development in the Joint Staff,68 but it remains to be seen how it 

will account for service roles and whether it results in meaningful change with respect to service 

postures and capabilities.  

 

Box 3.1. The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act 

The Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 would formally, and finally, overhaul DoD and greatly reduce the influence of 
the four military services. 

By the early 1980s, problems within DoD had become quite manifest. The Vietnam War highlighted the department’s 
institutional deficiencies, and lower-level contingency missions had also blighted the military’s reputation and cast 
doubt on its ability to achieve mission success. This included the Mayaguez incident (1975); the failed Iran 
hostage rescue (1980); the poorly coordinated invasion of Granada (1983); and the deadly terrorist attack on the 
Marine barracks in Beirut (1980).  

Then in 1982 the CJCS, Air Force General David C. Jones, testified in a closed-door hearing to the House Armed 
Services Committee (HASC) that the U.S. military lacked “an adequate organizational structure today.” His 
bombshell testimony described the pressures for unanimity among the JCS resulted in “the least common 
denominator in order to get some sort of agreement,” and bemoaned that the services exercised nearly de facto 
veto power at every level.  

Under these circumstances, Congress was compelled to act. According to Sen. Barry Goldwater, “If the Pentagon 
is ever going to be straightened out, the only hope is for Congress to do it. The services are so parochial and 
powerful, there’s no way the executive branch will ever get it done.”a By October 1986, the Goldwater-Nichols Act 
would become U.S. law.  

 

 
67 The Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff has appointed the DAF as the lead for developing a DoD concept 
for C2. See Brown, 2020, p. 22. 
68 Hitchens, 2020a. 
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The Goldwater-Nichols Act reestablished the military. The CJCS and the combatant commanders (CCDRs) were 
elevated above the four service chiefs. The act also streamlined the process of delivering military advice to civilian 
authority. The function was centralized singularly in the CJCS, who became the principal military adviser to the 
President, the National Security Council, and the Secretary of Defense. The legislation further established the 
position of vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, while also augmenting the ability of the chairman to direct 
overall strategy. Greater command authority was also afforded to the unified and specified field commanders. 
The roles of the service chiefs were reduced.  
 
a The account of this meeting is from James R. Locher, Victory on the Potomac: The Goldwater-Nichols Act 
Unifies the Pentagon, College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2002, pp. 3–12; the quotation appears on 
p. 11. 

RMF Implications of Demand Analysis 
RAND analysis of emerging warfighting concepts identified several areas of potential DAF 

interest (related to functional responsibilities and key capabilities). Some are these are enduring 

areas of RMF friction. For example, new threats, technologies, and/or capabilities are forcing the 

services to rethink the division of labor for CAS, IAMD, SEAD, and joint battle management. In 

other cases, these areas reflect new RMF frictions—space and ISR—and new RMF seams (e.g., 

the USSF). Finally, there are areas—space and ISR, cybersecurity, and electromagnetic spectrum 

(EMS)—that straddle the two cases ([1] enduring areas of friction, and [2] the introduction of 

new threats, technologies, and/or capabilities) and highlight RMF tensions with defense 

agencies. Several raise important choices for the DAF.  

Table 3.4 characterizes these potential DAF interests and shows the concepts in which they 

appear. We discuss each of these equities and their RMF implications below.  

Table 3.4. Potential DAF Interests in Emerging Warfighting Concepts 

Function/Capability 
Air Force 
JADC2 

Army 
MDO 

Navy 
DMO 

Marine Corps 
EABO 

SEAD X X  X 

IAMD  X X X 

CAS  X  X 

Space and ISR X X X X 

Cybersecurity and EMS X X X  

C2 X X X X 

Advanced basing    X 

Systems integration 
and interoperability 

X X X X 
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Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses 

The U.S. Army and USMC are pursuing LRPS options to suppress enemy air defenses that 

can deny large parts of the battlespace to U.S. fixed-wing and rotary-wing aircraft. Potential 

mitigating solutions to the threat of enemy air defenses identified in emerging warfighting 

concepts (EABO and MDO) include loitering unmanned systems, extended range artillery 

(cannon and rocket), precision guided missiles, and rotary-wing-based fires. The pursuit of 

such LRPS options lies at the heart of both concepts.  

These developments may have direct implications for service roles and functions and 

specifically how joint SEAD capabilities are integrated into theater air campaigns. It is not clear 

if current processes and responsibilities are optimized for dynamic battle management with these 

new capabilities. Similarly, such capabilities have posture and logistics requirements that will 

have to be addressed to support their employment. Finally, the Army and USMC acquisition of 

SEAD capabilities could raise questions with the USAF regarding the optimal division of labor.  

The division of labor for SEAD across the services is not a new issue. During the 1980s, a 

high-level Air Force–Army collaboration, the 31 Initiatives, defined service-specific roles, 

eliminated duplication of efforts, produced joint analysis, and created an interservice framework 

for SEAD execution and coordination.69 Initiative 14 put Army artillery and Air Force strike 

aircraft on a common targeting network to facilitate SEAD coordination. Lt Gen David Deptula, 

USAF (Ret.) characterized the Army’s LRPF program as an encroachment on traditional Air 

Force RMF.70 In response, the Army’s Futures Command argued that the Army’s LRPF would 

complement Air Force missions and improve joint capabilities.71 As services develop LRPF to 

support SEAD missions, it is unclear who will adjudicate these differences. Furthermore, should 

the services pursue a new division of labor for SEAD akin to the 31 Initiatives effort, such an 

agreement would likely have to include all four services (unlike the bilateral effort in the 1980s) 

and would likely require involvement by the Joint Staff. 

Integrated Air and Missile Defense 

The U.S. Army, USMC, and USN are investing in IAMD capabilities at various levels given 

the near-peer air threat (from fifth-generation aircraft and cruise missiles) and near-peer LRPF 

capabilities that threaten U.S. forces and bases. Near-peer adversaries also have advanced 

unmanned systems to sense and observe U.S. forces, requiring U.S. unmanned aircraft systems 

 
69 For more on the 31 Initiatives, see David E. Johnson, Shared Problems: The Lessons of AirLand Battle and the 

31 Initiatives for Multi-Domain Battle, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, PE-301-A/AF, 2018; and Richard G. 
Davis, The 31 Initiatives: A Study in Air Force–Army Cooperation, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 
1987, pp. 54–55.  
70 Theresa Hitchens, “Long-Range All-Domain Precision Prompts Roles & Missions Debate,” Breaking Defense, 
July 9, 2020c.  
71 Sydney J. Freedberg, Jr., “Army Says Long Range Will Help Air Force, Not Compete,” Breaking Defense, 
July 16, 2020c. 
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(UASs) to counter them. Potential solutions discussed in emerging warfighting concepts (DMO, 

EABO, and MDO) include mobile short-range air defense, indirect fire protection capability, 

integrated radar capability (Ground/Air Task Oriented Radar), and others.  

The evolving near-peer threat coupled with the capabilities being pursued by the services has 

direct implications for ABD and specifically how IAMD responsibilities could be divided across 

the services and whether current responsibilities will shift.72 Furthermore, a related issue is 

whether IAMD responsibilities across the services should be concentrated or diffuse for each 

theater. As it pertains to the Air Force and Army, there remains an uncertainty as to whether the 

Army is fully committed to protecting air bases from large salvos of missiles; specifically, even 

if the Army pursues the indirect fire protection capability, these capabilities may not be sufficient 

to defend air bases against cruise missiles. 

During the Cold War, the Army provided short-range air defense (SHORAD) protection at 

USAF main operating bases in Europe. Similar defenses are needed now across multiple 

theaters—USAF air bases are critical for generating combat power—but require protection 

against a wider range of threats. Historically, IAMD has been a persistent point of RMF friction 

for the Air Force and the Army. A combination of factors have led to a general ambivalence and 

lack of investment in IAMD capabilities throughout the years—by both the Air Force and the 

Army. During the 1990s the threat from adversary air forces was modest, at best, requiring no 

major investments in defenses to counter aircraft. On the other hand, the First Gulf War did help 

generate support for ballistic missile defenses.73 An added complexity to this problem is the role 

of defense agencies with respect to broader missile defense equities. Previous reports have 

recommended the transfer of MDA ballistic missile defense elements to the Army and the Navy, 

with further language in the 2018 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) requiring a shift 

of acquisition authority to the services as well; to date, this remains an unresolved issue.74  

Close Air Support 

CAS has been an enduring area of tension between the Air Force and the Army (see 

Box 4.1), but the nature of the dispute has changed considerably over the years. Originally, the 

two services fought over Army modification of the OV-1 Mohawk (a fixed-wing propeller 

observation aircraft) so that it could drop bombs and fire rockets. They also sparred over Army 

acquisition of attack helicopters specifically designed to provide airborne fire support to ground 

forces. The Air Force perceived Army procurement of fixed-wing CAS aircraft and attack 

 
72 DoDD 5100.01 identifies specific AMD roles for the Army and Air Force; see DoDD 5100.01, 2010. 
73 Vick et al., 2020.  
74 See GAO, Missile Defense: Assessment of Testing Approach Needed as Delays and Changes Persist, 
Washington, D.C.: GAO, GAO-20-432, July 2020b; Jason Sherman, “GAO: MDA Seeking Relief from Report 
on Transfer of MDS Elements to Services,” Inside Defense, July 28, 2020; and Larry D. Welch, David L. Briggs, 
et al., Study on the Mission, Roles, and Structure of the Missile Defense Agency (MDA), Alexandria, Va.: Institute 
for Defense Analyses, 2008. 
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helicopters as infringing on its responsibilities to provide CAS to ground forces. The Army 

viewed these capabilities as essential organic fires. These disputes were largely resolved in two 

Air Force–Army agreements in 1975 and 1976. The Army agreed to give up its efforts to procure 

fixed-wing CAS aircraft, and the Air Force recognized Army attack helicopters as complementary 

to USAF CAS platforms.75 (See Appendix B for a more detailed discussion of Air Force–Army 

frictions over CAS.) 

Since the mid-1970s, the Air Force–Army CAS dispute has been about the quality and 

availability of USAF CAS provided to the Army, and not about who owns the function. As a 

general rule, ground commanders always prefer more fire support (whether it is from mortars, 

artillery, attack helicopters, armed UASs, fighter aircraft, or bombers) and want that support to 

be dedicated to them, at least during critical periods. Airmen, in contrast, have always argued 

against parceling out aircraft as “flying artillery,” viewing centralized control and massing 

of effects as the most effective way to use airpower.76 Although soldiers in combat wax 

enthusiastically about the quality of CAS that the Air Force, Marines, and Navy provide, the 

Army as an institution and ground power enthusiasts more generally have persisted in arguing 

that the USAF is not fully invested in the CAS mission. USAF efforts to divest the A-10 attack 

aircraft are routinely cast as evidence of the lack of USAF interest in CAS, while the USAF 

argues that the A-10 is no longer viable on a modern battlefield against a near peer. 

Part of the contemporary argument over CAS confuses two distinct combat environments. 

The first environment is a highly permissive one in which CAS and ISR platforms can orbit over 

the battlefield with minimal risk from air defenses. With a few exceptions, this describes the 

operational environment for U.S. forces in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria between 2001 and 2020. 

The USAF’s A-10, B-1, B-52, MQ-9 Reaper UAS, F-15E, F-16, and F-22s (as well as USMC 

and USN fighter aircraft) all operated with near impunity in these environments. U.S. Army and 

USMC attack helicopters also operated effectively although with more restrictions than the 

higher flying and faster jets.77 

The second environment is not permissive but one in which near-peer integrated air defense 

systems and advanced mobile air defenses would cause heavy losses among U.S. CAS aircraft. 

Even F-35s would be at risk if they sought to strafe or conduct bombing runs rather than use 

standoff weapons. In this environment, no current CAS platforms—not A-10s, F-16s, F-35s, 

F/A-18s, or attack helicopters—could operate without unacceptable losses.  

 

75 Frederic A. Bergerson, The Army Gets an Air Force: Tactics of Insurgent Bureaucratic Politics, Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980, pp. 117–119; David C. Jones and Fred C. Weyand, “Relationship Between 
Helicopters and Fixed-Wing Aircraft in Close Air Support,” letter to Melvin Price, Chairman, U.S. House of 
Representatives Committee on Armed Services, April 7, 1976, in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: 

Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987. 
76 For more on the debates over centralized control of airpower, see Phillip S. Meilinger, ed., The Paths of Heaven: 

The Evolution of Airpower Theory, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1997. 
77 DoDD 5100.01 identifies specific CAS roles for the Marine Corps and Air Force. 
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This second environment is the more interesting one in terms of innovation and possible roles 

and missions issues. The U.S. Army and USMC are pursuing lethal and persistent unmanned 

systems to provide organic CAS-type effects in support of tactical units because of the risks to 

manned CAS platforms. Potential solutions discussed in emerging warfighting concepts (EABO 

and MDO) include precision-guided artillery and rockets; armed attritable UASs; and reusable, 

persistent UASs. One intriguing idea would equip Army brigades with thousands of small 

hunter-killer UASs; its author presents analysis arguing that this would be more cost-effective 

than having F-35s provide the same effects.78 

The issue is not whether Army and Marine Corps improvements in precision fires and 

acquisition of hunter-killer UASs are a threat to USAF CAS equities but rather whether manned 

platforms from any service can create CAS-like effects without major changes in concepts of 

employment and capabilities when operating against peer-level threats. Air-delivered hunter-

killer UAS swarms are one potential option to maintain a USAF role in CAS. If history is any 

guide, even if the Army improves its precision-guided artillery and deploys hunter-killer UASs, 

its requirement for CAS-type effects will likely exceed its organic capabilities to provide it. The 

inherent range, speed, and flexibility of airpower suggests that the USAF will have a role in CAS 

as long as it desires to have one.  

Space-Based Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance 

All services are pursuing options to “see” (sense and identify targets) as weapon ranges 

increase. With hypersonics and precision missiles, U.S. ground-based units will increasingly 

become capable of striking targets at ranges in excess of 500 km, yet most current assets cannot 

“see” at such ranges. Potential solutions discussed in emerging warfighting concepts (DMO, 

EABO, JADC2, and MDO) include more robust space-based ISR systems, expeditionary 

airborne warning systems, and advanced UASs.  

The shift to space superiority and offensive space missions introduce potential RMF issues 

for operationalizing capabilities and defending critical space assets. These developments may 

have direct implications for service roles and functions, COCOM joint missions, and the 

responsibilities defense agencies have in support of roles and missions for space and ISR. The 

establishment of the USSF is a real-time RMF case study that is forcing many of these issues to 

the forefront.79 Namely, these issues pertain to how the USSF will OT&E a force to support the 

 
78 Jules Hurst, “Small Unmanned Aerial Systems and Tactical Air Control,” Air and Space Power Journal, Vol. 33, 
No. 1, Spring 2019. 
79 Recent NDAA legislation drives current DoD efforts related to the USSF, and additional studies inform 
implementation. See Michael Spirtas, Yool Kim, Frank Camm, Shirley M. Ross, Debra Knopman, Forrest E. 
Morgan, Sebastian Joon Bae, M. Scott Bond, John C. Crown, Elaine Simmons, A Separate Space: Creating a 

Military Service for Space, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-4263-AF, 2020; and Russell Rumbaugh, 
What Place for Space: Competing Schools of Operational Thought in Space, El Segundo, Calif.: Aerospace 
Corporation, 2019.  
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joint force commander and specifically what capabilities and personnel from other services and 

defense agencies will be integrated with the USSF. As space continues to develop and advance 

as a key warfighting domain, the joint force commander has added challenges related to 

controlling and effectively defending space-based assets essential for ADO. 

Cyberspace and the Electromagnetic Spectrum 

Achieving information superiority in cyberspace and the EMS is central to warfighting 

concepts. Cybersecurity and EMS capabilities support and enable fire and maneuver while 

simultaneously degrading and denying the enemy’s ability to collect information. Potential 

solutions discussed in emerging warfighting concepts (DMO, JADC2, and MDO) include joint 

infrastructure, mesh networks, advanced influence campaigns, deception, spoofing, jamming, 

and tactical cyberoperations.  

Developments related to cybersecurity and EMS may have direct implications for service 

roles and functions in this area, as well as the responsibilities defense agencies have in support of 

roles and missions. One key issue is whether the division of labor across services and defense 

agencies to develop and operationalize cybersecurity and EMS capabilities for the joint force is 

optimally aligned. A related issue is whether such alignment is present within the services. 

For example, the Air Force recently consolidated operations in the information environment 

(cybersecurity, ISR, information operations, etc.) within the 16th Air Force, and a similar effort 

may be required for EMS and EW. The Army recently pursued a comparable organizational 

change by expanding the scope of one of its management directorates from cyberspace to 

strategic operations.80 Such an organizational shift is in many ways consistent with arguments 

made by Lt Gen David Deptula, USAF (Ret.) that key to JADO is a seamless exchange of data 

across the joint force.81 Moreover, the revamped Army directorate (the Department of the 

Army’s Management Office—Strategic Operations) includes mission command elements in 

addition to cybersecurity and EMS, making it clear that the information domain is central to 

effective JADO. However, despite Army efforts to align with JADO, there is still a risk that 

service-driven efforts and organizations can potentially be additive and redundant versus 

complementary.82  

To be sure, the cybersecurity and EMS domains continue to be a growing area of importance. 

While long a priority for defense agencies and branches of the military, the establishment of 

U.S. Cyber Command in 2017 signaled a growing importance of information and cybersecurity 

 
80 What was formerly the Department of the Army’s Management Office—Cyber has been expanded and renamed 
as the Department of the Army’s Management Office—Strategic Operations. See Jaspreet Gill, “New Army 
Directorate Expands Focus from Cyberspace to Strategic Operations,” Inside Defense, July 21, 2020. 
81 David A. Deptula, “Moving Further into the Information Age with Joint All-Domain Command and Control,” 
C4ISRNET, July 9, 2020. 
82 Deptula also noted this risk in his article; Deptula, 2020. 
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capabilities in warfighting. However, we should expect to see continued shifts in this space as 

JADO evolves. 

Command and Control 

Services recognize that traditional C2 is insufficient to support operations in the most 

demanding environments. Aging C2 infrastructure lacks the agility, resiliency, and speed needed 

for near-peer conflict; furthermore, current doctrine, practices, and procedures are not designed 

for JADO. To address this issue, the USAF is leading efforts to develop a decentralized and 

disaggregated C2 approach for JADO.83 The other services are also developing new C2 systems 

to meet their particular needs (e.g., the Army’s IAMD Battle Command System).84  

How C2 evolves may have direct implications for service roles and functions, COCOM joint 

missions, and the responsibilities defense agencies have in support of roles and missions. As it 

pertains to the Air Force, solving C2 and joint battle management—if successful—will address a 

significant DoD challenge for the joint force but may shift the Air Force into a very different 

space to fully realize the role as a battle manager on behalf of the joint force. The primary 

issue for C2 is how service assets will be integrated in support of JADO and how command 

relationships will work. The USAF vision for JADC2 implies that JADO will be integrated in the 

Air Operations Center (AOC), commanded by JFACC, but not all services will likely agree with 

the JFACC assuming this role, particularly if it is not in the context of an air-centric operation. 

At present, it remains unclear whether the systems associated with JADC2 will be service 

agnostic or be controlled and maintained by the USAF. A secondary issue relates to effective 

C2 in an A2/AD environment that involve operations with partners and allies. If past military 

operations serve as a precedent, future military operations will involve partner and allied 

contributions and support. Integration and interoperability issues for U.S. forces remains a 

continuing challenge, particularly within an A2/AD environment. This may prove even more 

challenging to achieve with partners and allies with more limited, less robust, and less protected 

capabilities. Whether operating in Europe or the Pacific, coalition interoperability will be critical 

and necessary. As it pertains to the USAF, the main question is that as it shifts toward C2, to 

what end? What will the USAF shift away from—if anything—to fully realize this vision? If the 

USAF continues to lead JADC2 efforts across the defense community, will it have to deprioritize 

other efforts as a result?  

 
83 DoDD 5100.01 identifies an Air Force role for global integrated C2 for air and space operations; JADC2 is 
C2 designed for all domains. See DoDD 5100.01, 2010.  
84 Senior Army leadership has argued that every soldier is a sensor, meaning that each soldier can use technology to 
gather and relay key intelligence. Such an assumption for ground forces creates different C2 requirements for the 
network architecture than assumptions for the air domain and the Air Force, which employs sensors on platforms, 
and these platforms operate at a much greater speed than forces traveling by foot. As a result, there is an inherent 
tension between C2 requirements to support ground forces versus requirements to support air forces.  



 34 

Advanced Basing 

The USAF and USMC recognize that traditional approaches to generating combat power rely 

on vulnerable fixed forward bases. The Marine Corps is pursuing advanced expeditionary basing 

using distributed bases to serve as both a deterrent and to support air operations, logistics, and 

land-based fires.85 In the Pacific theater, the Air Force is pursuing an ACE strategy by adapting 

base defenses and logistics for distributed forces and operations.86 

As the Marine Corps pursues EABO and the Air Force pursues some version of distributed 

operations, there may be some (limited) opportunities for interservice collaboration worth 

exploring, presuming such efforts are not already underway or on the horizon. However, 

although both services are pursuing distributed basing operations, the capabilities and basing 

requirements specific to each service will differ, reflective of their respective missions.  

System Integration and Interoperability 

All services emphasize the need for integration and interoperability between systems through 

a seamless, resilient network of nodes to support joint operations. The services use different 

terms to describe this common goal. For example, the Army employs the term convergence, 

while the Navy uses distributed lethality. This is not a new objective but a commonly recurring 

one across the joint force. Potential solutions to interoperability difficulties discussed in the 

emerging warfighting concepts cut across several capabilities and also include reforms in 

training, doctrine, and personnel.  

Effective integration and interoperability across the services require effective joint structures 

and processes to support these efforts. However, many joint structures have centralized operations 

and processes, which align with U.S. military operations in a relatively permissive environment. 

The A2/AD threat environment and the push toward more decentralized operations may require 

DoD to pursue a new approach. The warfighting assumptions that underpin joint structures and 

processes may need to be revisited and new structures may be required to support and sustain 

military operations in a contested, high-threat environment. Furthermore, separate service 

cultures and varied organizational constructs among the services will complicate interservice 

cooperation and integration. These factors will need to be considered as concepts and capabilities 

mature. 

 
85 For more on USMC concepts, see DoN, 2017, p. 17. 
86 While not fully institutionalized across the USAF, ACE is gaining traction in parts of the Air Force. For more on 
USAF concepts, see Mills et al., 2020; Priebe, Vick, et al., 2019; Alan J. Vick, Force Presentation in U.S. Air Force 

History and Airpower Narratives, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-2363-AF, 2018. 
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Key Areas of Interest for the DAF 
Roles and missions define responsibilities and “rights” across the armed forces. Roles exist 

across the services that are responsible for the various functions assigned to them. Missions exist 

across COCOMs. The seams associated with these roles and missions are both “crowbars and 

shields”—they reflect disputes (areas of competition and/or contention), or they reflect deliberate 

checks and balances. Such seams are reflected within services, between services, across DoD, 

and/or across the broader U.S. government. Some seams must be managed; others may need to 

be changed. Furthermore, some competition and/or contention over RMF is healthy—it reflects 

parties fighting over important issues they care deeply about and often a genuine intent to solve 

difficult problems that exist between the military services.  

Our RMF analysis of strategic-level guidance, new operational concepts, and the creation of 

the Space Force identified four key areas of interest for the DAF: (1) JADC2, which is central to 

the Air Force’s answer to operating in A2/AD environments; (2) IAMD challenges, which 

represent an enduring debate centered on Air Force and Army roles and functions; (3) the 

increased demand for space-based capabilities, particularly in light of the new USSF; and (4) the 

pursuit of LRPS options across the services. 

JADC2 is the Air Force’s primary contribution to joint operations in contested environments, 

but pursuing ABMS and JADC2 may require the DAF to shift away from other key priorities 

and/or functions in order to realize this vision. 

IAMD challenges persist against near-peer threats, but IAMD responsibilities may not be 

adequately aligned or IAMD capabilities may be insufficient for protecting air bases from attack 

against a near-peer threat. The need for IAMD remains, but the threat against air bases has 

evolved and will have implications for the division of labor across the services. For example, the 

USAF may seek to deploy its own ground-based air defense systems for ABD under its 

“common function” authority for air defense, but such an approach could be perceived as 

infringing on the Army’s AMD function. These IAMD frictions will have to be worked out 

between the USAF and Army for the benefit of joint operations against near-peer threats. 

There is also increased demand for space-based capabilities to identify targets from greater 

distances. This development creates challenges and opportunities for the Space Force, which is 

continuing to determine what support and capabilities it must receive—USSF “nonnegotiables”—

from defense agencies and services to effectively fulfill its OT&E responsibilities and meet 

operational demands for joint operations. In doing so, however, other services and defense 

agencies with shared space and missile defense interests will be giving something up (i.e., 

manpower, resources, capabilities). Identifying and communicating these USSF “nonnegotiables” 

and managing their shift from services and defense agencies to the USSF is an RMF seam that 

will need to be actively managed by DAF and USSF senior leaders.  

Finally, the pursuit of LRPS options by other services are a source of RMF frictions. If the 

Army, Marine Corps, and Navy acquire the high-end precision strike capabilities with considerable 
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ranges (some upwards of 400 km) that are proposed in their concepts—hypersonic missiles, shore-

based cruise missiles, and the like—integrating these capabilities into strategic air campaigns will 

be a considerable challenge. Furthermore, it will require efforts by senior service leadership to 

ensure functions associated with precision strike assets are adequately aligned, and whether they 

should be centralized or decentralized from an ownership standpoint.  

Central to these four areas discussed above is the implicit assumption that service roles are 

about what is most fundamental to a service identity and relevance, and in turn, what must be 

protected at all costs. Chapter 4 identifies potential alternative USAF visions and how they relate 

to RMF courses of action (COAs). The USAF vision will help determine what equities must be 

protected and therefore which COA is best aligned with USAF institutional interests. 
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4. Roles and Missions Implications of Alternative USAF Visions 

The 2018 NDS, new multidomain operating concepts, and the creation of the Space Force all 

raise roles and missions issues that DoD will find hard to ignore. By default, this has implications 

for assigned service functions as well.1 At a minimum, the consolidation of most, but not all, 

space-related military capabilities into the Space Force will likely require additional guidance 

beyond the enabling legislation to help determine which capabilities (existing and prospective) 

should be placed in this new organization and what capabilities the other services and agencies 

should retain. This will be especially important within the DAF since, as a very small military 

service, the USSF will likely remain dependent on the USAF for a host of supporting (e.g., 

medical and educational) services. 

There also is the possibility that over the next year or two there will be calls from Congress 

or a new administration for more ambitious roles and missions reforms. These might include 

realignments to address long-standing disputes (e.g., over ABD or CAS), a major overhaul of 

the Key West Agreement, or, most dramatically, offering the services more leeway to pursue 

innovative concepts and capabilities without strict regard to domain.  

This chapter is intended to help USAF leaders consider the potential benefits and problems 

associated with alternative COAs for roles and missions reform. Before COAs can be assessed, 

however, USAF leaders must answer several questions: 

• Which roles and functions does the USAF wish to pursue or retain in the service? 

• Are there roles or functions that it wants to divest? 

• Or, more ambitiously, are formal roles and missions assignments an impediment to a 

more agile and innovative USAF? If so, should the USAF advocate for their removal?  

The answers to these questions depend entirely on what vision (implicit or explicit) USAF 

leaders have for the service. Alter the vision and the relative attractiveness of COAs will change 

as well. In short, one cannot assess alternative COAs without defining the institution’s vision.  

This raises the question, What exactly is a vision? Organizations often write vision 

statements that describe what they already do, which is no help in charting a future course. As 

business consultant Simon Sinek has written, a vision statement should be “an articulation of a 

view of the world that your company and your people are working toward, not what they are 

expected to do now.” Sinek suggests that a vision should start with why. That is, it “should start 

with what you believe, why you do what you do—your purpose or cause on a level higher than 

what the company does or makes.”2 In short, a sound vision statement begins with the core 

 
1 This report considers service roles and functions within the context of a discussion of broader roles (i.e., service 
OT&E responsibilities) and missions (i.e., missions executed by a joint force commander).  
2 Simon Sinek, “Write a Vision Statement That Works,” Sinek Partners, undated.  
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purpose of the institution, then describes an aspirational objective for the future consistent with 

that purpose and only then articulates and proposes a path to achieve that objective. 

The current USAF vision statement, The World’s Greatest Air Force: Powered by Airmen, 
Fueled by Innovation, was written in 2013.3 Even if USAF leaders desire no other changes than 

those set forth in this document, the statement will at the very least require updating to reflect the 

loss of space as a major USAF service function.4  

This chapter first considers six illustrative USAF visions that imagine different purposes for 

the future USAF. These are ideal types—simplifications intended to highlight and contrast 

differences among options. The actual USAF vision might combine some aspects of any or all 

of these options or pursue another path entirely. After reviewing these alternative visions we 

then consider four alternative COAs regarding roles and missions. These range from those that 

maintain or only slightly change the existing framework to those espousing more fundamental 

changes. In the last section we bring these visions and COAs together to show how COAs 

naturally follow from visions. 

Illustrative USAF Visions 
This section introduces and discusses six alternative visions for the USAF. Table 4.1 

provides brief descriptions of the visions, their objectives, and their roles and missions 

implications. For simplicity, the far left column of the table offers a shorthand descriptor or 

moniker associated with each vision. 

The DAF/USAF/USSF Partnership 

This option is closest to that presented in the USAF’s 2013 vision statement and can be 

thought of as a baseline vision, with one important exception: the 2013 vision only required 

coordination with the Secretary of the Air Force; the vision presented here would require full 

buy-in from USSF leadership and the secretary. The Department of the Air Force Arctic 
Strategy, released on July 21, 2020, was signed by the CSAF, the Secretary of the Air Force, 

and the USSF Chief of Space Operations, suggesting that the DAF, USAF, and USSF may 

already have embraced some version of this vision for at least some strategy and concept 

documents.5 

 
3 DAF, The World’s Greatest Air Force, Powered by Airmen, Fueled by Innovation: A Vision for the United States 

Air Force, Washington, D.C.: DAF, 2013b. 
4 For an overview of USAF strategy documents from 1990 through 2015, see Raphael S. Cohen, Air Force Strategic 

Planning: Past, Present, and Future, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-1765-AF, 2017.  
5 DAF, The Department of the Air Force Arctic Strategy: Ensuring a Stable Arctic Through Vigilance, Power 

Projection, Cooperation, and Preparation, Washington, D.C.: DAF, July 21, 2020b. 
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Table 4.1. Six Alternative USAF Visions 

Alternative 
USAF Vision Description Objective RMF Implications 

DAF/USAF/USSF 
Partnership 

Work with DAF and USSF 
to create tripartite vision 
and concepts 

Sustaining close integration of 
air, space, and cybersecurity 
in one organization 

USSF roles and functions 
need to be clarified first 

Winged Warriors Aeronautics innovation 
from small unmanned 
aircraft systems (SUASs) to 
hypersonics 

Outclassing adversaries in all 
realms of military flight 

Divest intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) to 
USSF 

Resilient Power 
Projector (RPP) 

Self-contained ability to 
deploy, sustain, and protect 
aircraft and UASs 

Defeating adversary forces in 
A2/AD environments 

Move air base SHORADs to 
USAF 

JADO Integrator Via ABMS, AOCs, and 
JADC2, the USAF is the 
executive agent for JADO 
integration 

Overcoming JADO seams 
and barriers through 
integration at AOCs 

Potential RMF overlap of 
AOCs, CCDR, JFACC, and 
Army-proposed Theater Fires 
Command responsibilities 

Strategic Strike 
Force 

Long-range strike from air 
or land 

Capitalizing on USAF 
expertise in planning 
strategic air campaigns 

Give all land-based LRS 
systems (e.g., intermediate-
range ballistic missiles 
[IRBMs]) to USAF 

Innovation Hub USAF as joint innovator, 
offering solutions to 
problems in all domains 

Build on USAF tradition to go 
“over not through” problems 
to accelerate innovation 

USAF competes for more 
functions 

 
Regarding service visions, however, the USSF leadership might be reluctant to reinforce ties 

to the USAF so recently after receiving a significant degree of independence, preferring to 

instead develop their own unique vision for the Space Force.6 If USSF leaders were amenable to 

a DAF/USAF/USSF vision statement, it would have to afford the space domain much greater 

prominence than was the case in the 2013 vision; the few references to space in that document 

were trivial.7 In any event, if the USAF wished to pursue such a partnership vision, what might 

it look like from the USAF’s institutional perspective? 

In this tripartite vision the USAF would work with the DAF and USSF to create new 

processes that allow for close collaboration under the leadership of the Secretary of the Air 

Force. The objective, then, would be to sustain the close integration of air, space, and 

cybersecurity power that was resident in the USAF prior to the creation of the Space Force in 

2019. In practice, this vision would require that a host of internal DAF processes and procedures 

be developed to rebuild connections that presumably are being severed—or, at least, greatly 

altered—by the creation of the USSF. 

 
6 As of July 6, 2020, the USSF website includes a mission statement but does not yet present a vision for the 
service. See USSF, “About the United States Space Force,” webpage, undated. 
7 These references were as follows: twice using the term “aerospace”; twice using the list “air, space and 
cyberspace” once using in the phrase “air and space superiority”; and once using the list “air, space and cyber 
forces.” See DAF, 2013b. 
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We assume that this vision will follow the main themes of the 2013 vision. These include the 

following: 

• “America is—and always will be—an aerospace nation.” 

• “Education and training are the foundation of our airpower advantage.” 

• “The source of Air Force airpower is the fighting spirit of our Airmen, and squadrons are 

the fighting core of our Air Force.” 

• “The Air Force’s enduring contributions are rooted in our original roles and responsibilities 

that were assigned in 1947.”8 

Regarding those original roles, the 2013 vision lists the following five—all of which could 

be maintained in the USAF/USSF partnership vision: (1) air and space superiority; (2) ISR; 

(3) rapid global mobility; (4) global strike; and (5) C2. 

Observant readers will note that nothing in the above discussion or in the bulleted list meets 

Simon Sinek’s standard for a vision—that it be forward looking and link what the organization 

does to some higher calling. In the case of a military service this can be stated most simply as 

linking what the service does to the national security interests of the United States. The USAF 

vision does list eight future capabilities that the Air Force was pursuing in 2013, but their 

importance to national interests is implicit rather than explicitly stated. Four of these seem 

most salient to the security environment of 2020 and beyond: 

1. “Hold our adversaries and what they value at risk while operating on a global scale with 

unmatched joint integration.” 

2. “Enhance relationships and interoperability with our sister Services, other government 

agencies, allies and partners.” 

3. “Better train Airmen to bring their unique specialties together in more realistic, intense, 

and diverse environments to advance integrated airpower operations.” 

4. “Modernize our capabilities to reduce operating costs while attaining desired effects with 

greater persistence, survivability, longer range, and more versatile payloads.”9 

The primary roles and missions implication of this vision is that it proposes a closer 

relationship between the USSF and USAF than between the USSF and other services. Most 

likely, such a partnership would have to wait until more basic questions about the USSF are 

answered, beginning with, Which space functions and forces will stay in the U.S. Army, USAF, 

USMC, and USN, and which will migrate to USSF? Once these organizational decisions and 

moves take place, then a host of issues must be resolved regarding information flows, decision 

processes, and general procedures and policies.10 

 
8 DAF, 2013b, pp. 2–3. 
9 DAF, 2013b, p. 3. 
10 For an analysis of the challenges facing the DAF, USAF, and USSF as this new organization is established, see 
Spirtas et al., 2020. 
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Winged Warriors 

The Winged Warriors option embraces the reality that the USAF has always been centered 

on flying, as reflected in the USAF motto, “Aim High—Fly, Fight, Win.” Indeed, some have 

argued that the strong attachment to manned flight caused the USAF to lag in its commitment to 

ballistic missiles and space in its early years, to the development of unmanned aircraft in the 

1990s, and other broader challenges throughout its history.11 

Rather than trying to hold on to space via some special “first among equals” relationship 

within the DAF, this vision would refocus the USAF on aeronautics innovation in all areas of 

flight, from the SUAS to hypersonic aircraft, including advances in materials, propulsion, 

aerodynamics, navigation, communication, sensors, and information management.12 The USAF 

Skyborg program, which seeks to use artificial intelligence to integrate operations with manned 

standoff and penetrate aircraft, attritable UASs, and expendable UASs, is very much in keeping 

with—although not exclusive to—this vision.13 The objective that this vision seeks to attain is 

one in which the USAF outclasses adversaries in all realms of military flight whether short- or 

long-range, manned or unmanned, micro or large air vehicles, vertical or conventional lift, 

subsonic or hypersonic technology. As long as a military platform primarily used aerodynamic 

surfaces for flight control, lift, or both, it would fall into the USAF focus area or purview. 

Flight test is another area where the USAF might pursue revolutionary advances, particularly in 

modeling and simulation to reduce dependence on flying prototypes. Although great advances 

have been made in this area, aeronautical innovation remains heavily dependent on flight test of 

prototypes or early production aircraft. The research, development, and acquisition process could 

be much more agile and faster if flight test requirements were minimized.14 

The Winged Warriors vision does not preclude other services from having organic aviation 

elements or pursuing their own or joint research and development (R&D) initiatives. It does, 

however, envision the USAF as the leading innovator for military aeronautics. This option has 

significant RMF implications, although primarily in divestiture rather than acquisition of 

 
11 Regarding the USAF’s early ambivalence on developing ballistic missiles and satellites, see David N. Spires, 
Beyond Horizons: A History of the Air Force in Space, 1947–2007, Peterson Air Force Base, Colo.: Air Force Space 
Command, 2007, pp. 16–20. Regarding the USAF’s slowness to fully embrace modern UASs, see Caitlin Lee, “The 
Role of Culture in Military Innovation Studies: Lessons Learned from the U.S. Air Force’s Adoption of the Predator 
Drone, 1993–1997,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 42, published online, September 26, 2019. Regarding the 
problems associated with the institution’s enduring focus on manned flight, see Carl H. Builder, The Icarus 

Syndrome: The Role of Air Power Theory in the Evolution and Fate of the U.S. Air Force, New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Transaction Publishers, 1994. 
12 Hypersonic flight is just one area of aeronautical technology innovation that is far from tapped out, particularly 
for larger vehicles. See Guy Norris, “Researchers Face Tougher Hypersonic Barriers as Weapons Test Loom,” 
Aviation Week and Space Technology, June 16, 2000. 
13 For Skyborg program details, see Air Force Research Laboratory, “Skyborg,” webpage, undated.  
14 Thanks to RAND colleague Jim Chow for this observation about flight test modeling and simulation shortfalls. 
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functions held by other services. Specifically, in keeping with its aeronautics focus, the USAF 

would divest itself of the ICBM force, moving it to the USSF.  

Regarding the ICBM force, the USAF has struggled to integrate missileers into its broader 

culture and, from the end of the Cold War until quite recently, underfunded needed facility 

improvements and maintenance. The ICBM force has also experienced low morale and faced 

leadership problems, including the firing of the two-star general commanding ICBM forces in 

2013; These issues came to a head in 2014 when nine missile commanders were fired as the 

result of a cheating scandal over ICBM proficiency exams.15 These problems brought substantial 

negative publicity to the USAF and suggest that the ICBM force may not be an ideal fit for the 

USAF as an institution.16 In any case, whatever arguments might have been made for keeping 

ICBMs as part of the USAF (e.g., the “seamless” nature of air and space) have been rendered 

moot by the creation of USSF.17 

The advantages of the Winged Warrior vision are the clarity and focus it would give the 

institution and its members to pursue the goal of dominating airspace from the ground to 

the upper limits of aerodynamic flight. From an RMF perspective, it is the least ambitious of the 

visions, requiring no new authorities and threatening no other service’s perceived prerogatives. 

At the same time, some readers may view it as among the more radical of the visions due to its 

single-minded focus on aeronautics and narrower conception of the service’s purpose. 

The Resilient Power Projector 

This vision is predicated on the recognition that adversary A2/AD capabilities have seriously 

undermined the ability of the U.S. military to project power in various combat scenarios and that 

a decade worth of DoD and service studies and initiatives have yet to make more than a dent in 

 
15 Scott Neuman, “Air Force Fires Top U.S. Missile Commander,” Public Radio East, October 11, 2013; Scott 
Neuman, “9 Missile Commanders Fired, Others Disciplined in Air Force Scandal,” National Public Radio, March 27, 
2014. For an analysis of morale problems in the ICBM force, see Chaitra M. Hardison, Carl Rhodes, Jaqueline A. 
Mauro, Lindsay Daugherty, Erin Gerbec, and Craig Ramsey, Identifying Key Workplace Stressors Affecting 

Twentieth Air Force: Analyses Conducted from December 2012 Through February 2013, Santa Monica, Calif.: 
RAND Corporation, RR-592-AF, 2014. 
16 Meghann Myers and Aaron Mehta, “Pentagon Officials Keeping an Eye on Morale at Nuclear Bases,” Military 

Times, February 21, 2018; Valerie Insinna, “Morale Improving, but Sustainment Problems Still Dog Air Force’s 
Nuclear Enterprise,” Defense News, December 14, 2016. 
17 The argument that air and space were indivisible was popular with airmen in the 1950s but was more rhetoric than 
reality. Far from being a seamless operational continuum from low altitude flight to orbit, there is a substantial gap 
between aero and space. In this no-man’s-land (roughly extending between 30 and 90 miles in altitude) there is 
insufficient atmosphere for air-breathing vehicles relying on aerodynamic principles to operate, and it is too low 
for orbital vehicles relying on Kepler’s laws. The only means of transiting this area is via ballistic flight—which 
requires vast amounts of energy for long distances. For more on the “seamless” argument in airpower narratives, see 
Alan J. Vick, Proclaiming Airpower: Air Force Narratives and American Public Opinion from 1917 to 2014, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-1044-AF, 2015b, p. 18. For more on the technical aspects, see M. V. Smith, 
Ten Propositions Regarding Spacepower, thesis, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: School of Advanced Air Power 
Studies, June 2001, p. 44. 
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the problem. The RPP envisions a USAF that has the self-contained ability to deploy forces to 

forward bases, then sustain and protect those forces.  

The objective motivating this vision is to defeat adversary forces and achieve campaign 

objectives in A2/AD environments. The USAF already has all the authorities it needs to field 

such a force. The critical capabilities include distributed C2, air base active and passive defenses, 

air base recovery, access and overflight permissions, and personnel and units trained to operate 

under heavy attack.18 However, one critical shortfall that USAF leaders do not believe they 

currently have the authority to correct is terminal defense against cruise missiles, a function 

assigned to the Army.19 Army deficiencies in cruise missile defense are well known and little 

headway has been made to correct the situation. RPP helps solve this problem by ensuring that 

all critical power projection capabilities are organic to the USAF, akin to the virtual integration 

of supply chains common in the private sector.20 

The roles and missions implications of this vision are unclear. The Army currently owns all 

ground-based air defense assets, but there are no definitive prohibitions against USAF acquisition 

of Ground Based Air Defense. The RPP vision for a self-contained force would include the 

ability to defend air bases against cruise missiles, aircraft, UASs, and swarming SUASs.21 Thus, 

RPP would likely necessitate at least one change in roles and functions, giving the USAF clear 

permission to deploy its own SHORADs to defend air bases against current and emerging 

airborne threats. The Army would retain responsibility for theater missile defense and point 

defense of fixed facilities, with the exception of air bases. 

The Joint All-Domain Operations Integrator   

This vision would focus on the USAF’s unique expertise in conceiving, planning, and 

executing strategic air, missile, cybersecurity and space campaigns. While not neglecting USAF 

air and cybersecurity capabilities, the JADO Integrator vision would emphasize the development 

of advanced C4ISR architecture (e.g., ABMS), command centers, decisionmaking processes, and 

 
18 For more on USAF distributed operations in denied environments, see Priebe, Vick, et al., 2019. 
19 For more on Air Force and Army roles and functions regarding ABD, see Vick et al., 2020. 
20 Thanks to Frank Camm for pointing out the analogy with vertically integrated supply chains and to Nicole 
DeHoratius for tutoring us on supply chain theory and practice. For more on vertical integration of supply chains, 
see James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones, and Daniel Roos, The Machine That Changed the World: The Story of 

Lean Production—Toyota’s Secret Weapon in the Global Car Wars That Is Now Revolutionizing World Industry, 
New York: Free Press, [1990] 2007; Joan Magretta, “The Power of Virtual Integration: An Interview with Dell 
Computer’s Michael Dell,” Harvard Business Review, March–April 1998; and Hau L. Lee, “The Triple-A Supply 
Chain,” Harvard Business Review, October 2004. 
21 It is less probable that the USAF could develop and deploy terminal defenses against ballistic missiles or 
hypersonic weapons. There are no near-term concepts or technologies for terminal defenses against these threats. 
Existing systems such as Patriot and Terminal High Altitude Area Defense are ill suited for the point defense 
mission. They are too expensive and difficult to deploy due to their large personnel, vehicle, and equipment 
footprints. In the near to midterm it appears that such defenses will be best deployed in an area defense role along 
the lines of ship-based Aegis or land-based Patriot and Terminal High Altitude Area Defense systems. 
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JADO planning and operations experts.22 The purpose of JADO is “to converge integrated effects 

across multiple domains to present an adversary with dilemmas at a tempo that complicates or 

negates their response and enables the joint force to operate inside the adversary’s decisionmaking 

cycle.”23 This vision would see the USAF undertake initiatives toward this goal.  

Although an institutional vision focused on C2 may strike some readers as less than 

inspiring, senior USAF officers and airpower thinkers seem to think otherwise. For example, 

Lt Gen David Deptula, USAF (Ret.) has argued (since at least 2014) that new concepts and 

organizational constructs are needed to prevail in conflict with major powers. Specifically, he 

calls for a “combat cloud” that would deliver  

accurate, decision-quality information to all relevant information nodes to produce 

the desired effect, regardless of service, domain, platform or level within the 

command hierarchy. . . . [T]he combat cloud combines the war-fighting power of 

combat systems by capitalizing on C2 and ISR networks to quickly exchange data 

derived from any source across an all-domain architecture of sensors and shooters 

to increase their effectiveness and attain economies of scale.
24

  

More recently, and in the JADO context, prominent Air Force leaders have all argued for the 

necessity of integrating sensors, shooters, and effects across domains.25 These senior officers 

recognize that JADO integration is an enormously complex and only partially understood 

challenge that while offering great promise will nevertheless require many years of sustained 

effort to realize.26 They also likely appreciate that, if successful, such integration would put the 

USAF at the center of joint command, control, communication, and ISR. A 2019 Breaking 
Defense article titled “Air Force ABMS: One Architecture to Rule Them All?” hints at this. The 

author notes that “if the Air Force can get this ambitious architecture to actually work, it could 

become the indispensable digital nervous system of the future fight.”27  

 
22 USAF doctrine defines JADO as “actions by the joint force in all domains that are integrated in planning and 
synchronized in execution, at speed and scale need to gain advantage and accomplish the mission”; Goldfein, 2020, 
p. 2. For a more detailed treatment of JADO in Air Force doctrine, see Curtis E. LeMay Center for Doctrine Development 
and Education, Department of the Air Force Role in Joint All-Domain Operations (JADO), Air Force Doctrine 
Annex 3-1, Montgomery, Ala.: Curtis E. LeMay Center for Doctrine Development and Education, June 1, 2020. 
23 Goldfein, 2020, p. 2. 
24 David A. Deptula, “A New Era for Command and Control of Aerospace Operations,” Air and Space Power 

Journal, Vol. 28, No. 2, July–August, 2014, p. 5. 
25 The June 2020 version of Air Force Doctrine Annex 3 quotes Gen David Goldfein (the CSAF on that date), 
Gen Charles Brown (the Pacific Air Forces commander at the time; CSAF as of August 2020), and Gen James M. 
“Mike” Holmes (ACC commander) on the necessity of integrating effects across domains for success in future 
combat. 
26 For a comprehensive assessment of problems associated with JADO integration, see Miranda Priebe, Douglas C. 
Ligor, Bruce McClintock, Michael Spirtas, Karen Schwindt, Caitlin Lee, Ashley L. Rhoades, Derek Eaton, 
Quentin E. Hodgson, and Bryan Rooney, Multiple Dilemmas: Challenges and Options for All-Domain Command 

and Control, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-A381-1, 2020. 
27 Sydney Freedberg, Jr., “Air Force ABMS: One Architecture to Rule Them All?” Breaking Defense, November 8, 
2019b. 
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Gen James M. “Mike” Holmes, the commander of the ACC and a leader in these efforts, 

explains the importance of ABMS: 

What we’d like to do is be able to connect every sensor, to every shooter, through 

every command and control center or platform, and that means multidomain 

sensors…We’re applying Air Force and Joint resources to it to go ahead and get 

started on our efforts to connect every sensor, every shooter to every command 

and control node. . . . I think we’ve always had some pretty good game in 

connecting kinetic and non-kinetic operations. We’ve been doing it for a long 

time in air operations centers (AOCs) but we think there are ways to do it better 

and smarter, and there are ways to tie things together in an integrated way so that 

we can make the effects of the whole greater than the sum of the parts.
28

 

The emphasis on command, control, and communication innovation has deep roots in the 

modern Air Force, most famously in the creation of the Semi-Automated Ground Environment 

(SAGE) air defense system in the 1950s.29 Although it is little known today, SAGE was stunning 

in its ambition, scope, and technological risk (particularly in its digital computing requirements). 

A massive systems engineering effort, SAGE ultimately cost more than the Manhattan Project.30  

The current USAF ABMS and JADC2 efforts have been criticized by some as overly 

ambitious and broad in scope. It is therefore worth taking a moment to compare these efforts 

with SAGE to put them in historic context and to remind modern readers of the scale of 

innovation accomplished in less timid times. 

Like ABMS, SAGE was designed to connect a large array of sensors to command centers 

and, through them, to shooters. In response to the growing Soviet nuclear bomber threat to the 

United States, the USAF teamed with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to create a 

nationwide air defense that would consist of “(1) a net of radars and other data sources and 

(2) digital computers that (a) receive the radar and other information to detect and tract aircraft, 

(b) process the track data to form a complete air situation, and (c) guide weapons to destroy 

enemy aircraft.”31 When fully deployed, SAGE  

consisted of 100s of radars, 24 direction centers, and 3 combat centers spread 

throughout the U.S. The direction centers were connected to 100s of airfields and 

surface-to-air missile sites. . . . Each direction center housed a dual-redundant 

AN/FSQ-7 computer, evolved from the [Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s] 

 
28 Mike Holmes, quoted in Kimberly Underwood, “Laying the Approach for Future Air Force Operations,” Signal 

Magazine, November 1, 2019. 
29 For detailed histories of SAGE, see Stephen B. Johnson, The United States Air Force and the Culture of Innovation: 

1945–1965, Washington, D.C.: Air Force History and Museums Program, 2002, pp. 117–172; Kenneth Schaffel, 
The Emerging Shield: The Air Force and the Evolution of Continental Air Defense, 1945–1960, Washington, D.C.: 
Office of Air Force History, 1991, pp. 197–240; and Thomas P. Hughes, Rescuing Prometheus: Four Monumental 

Projects That Changed the Modern World, New York: Vintage Books, 2000, pp. 15–68. 
30 Lincoln Laboratory, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, “SAGE: Semi-Automatic Ground Environment Air 
Defense System,” webpage, undated.  
31 George Valley and Jay Forrester, Lincoln Laboratory Technical Memorandum No. 20, A Proposal for Air 

Defense System Evolution: The Transition Phase, Cambridge, Mass.: Lincoln Laboratory, Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, 1953. 
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experimental Whirlwind computer of the 1950s. These computers hosted 

programs that consisted of over 500,000 lines of code and executed over 25,000 

instructions—by far the largest computer programs ever written at that time. 

The Lincoln Laboratory history of SAGE notes that “the art of computer programming was 

essentially invented for SAGE.”32 SAGE, also known as Air Force Project 416L,  

became the pattern for at least twenty-five other major military command-control 

systems of the late 1950s and early 1960s (and, subsequently, many more). These 

were the so-called “Big L” systems. . . . They included 425L, the NORAD 

system; 438L, the Air Force Intelligence Data Handling System; and 474L, the 

Ballistic Missile Early Warning System.33 

A more recent example of USAF C2 innovation is the AOC, which emerged shortly after 

Operation Desert Storm.34 The AOC, with its subordinate intelligence, planning, and execution 

cells, made it possible to plan and execute air operations in a systematic, integrated, and 

(eventually) more agile manner. Ultimately the AOC’s importance was recognized in its 

designation as a weapon system, the AN/USQ-163 Falconer.35 As Gen Charles Q. Brown, Jr., 

has observed, the “air component has been an outlier, when compared with joint and other 

component staffs, in its unique ability to C2 military operations in multiple and diverse areas of 

operations simultaneously.”36 

The primary RMF implication of ABMS, JADC2, and JADO regards the roles and 

responsibilities of the AOC and JFACC. Currently the CCDR delegates authority to direct the 

air campaign to the JFACC, with the AOC providing the command, control, communication, 

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance architecture and staffs to support the JFACC in 

this role. What roles does the USAF envision for the JFACC in JADO? Is the JFACC integrating 

and commanding these JADO within the JADC2 structure resident in the future AOC? If so, it 

would require the CCDR to delegate to the JFACC some of the CCDR’s power to command and 

 

32 Lincoln Laboratory, undated. For more on SAGE as one of the seminal projects of the computer era, see Kent C. 
Redmond and Thomas M. Smith, From Whirlwind to MITRE: The R&D Story of the SAGE Air Defense Computer, 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000. 
33 Paul N. Edwards, The Closed World: Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold War America, Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1997, p. 107, emphasis in the original. 
34 We were unable to find an authoritative history of the AOC. It appears that the USAF replaced the Tactical Air 
Command Center (TACC) sometime in 1992. The July 1992 issue of the ACC publication Battle Management 

Systems Quarterly introduced the AOC as “the wartime facility for the Joint Task Force’s Air Force Component 
Commander (AFCC), the unified CINC’s Air Component Commander, or the Joint Force Air Component 
Commander (JFACC). For the old TACS heads, remember AOC is much easier to say than ‘TACC.’” J. Taylor 
Sink, Rethinking the Air Operations Center: Air Force Command and Control in Conventional War, thesis, 
Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: School of Advanced Airpower Studies, 1993. 
35 For a description of one of the Falconer AOCs, see Pacific Air Forces, “613th Air Operations Center,” webpage, 
December 15, 2014. 
36 C. Q. Brown, Jr., and Rick Fournier, “No Longer the Outlier: Updating the Air Component Structure,” Air and 

Space Power Journal, Vol. 30, No. 1, Spring 2016, p. 5. 
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control JADO. By contrast, the CCDR might limit the JFACC’s delegated powers to a subset of 

JADO (e.g., operations beyond a certain distance from the fire support coordination line). If the 

JFACC is commanding all JADO in theater, it raises questions about the respective roles of the 

other component commanders, not to mention the role of the CCDR. It is difficult to imagine 

the other component commanders and associated services agreeing to such an arrangement. 

Charting a path forward based on this vision would require addressing these delicate and 

complex matters.  

The Strategic Strike Force 

This vision would focus the USAF on the use of LRS systems for strategic purposes, a role 

central to airpower theory from its earliest days and a core competency of the U.S. Army Air 

Forces (USAAF) during World War II and the USAF since its creation in 1947.37 This vision 

posits the consolidation of the conventional strike mission into the USAF. The objectives would 

be to field advanced airborne and land-based LRS capabilities, to capitalize on USAF expertise 

in planning and executing strategic air campaigns, to achieve efficiencies and synergies, and to 

deconflict operations through the integration of all land-based LRS systems in the Air Force.  

The main RMF implication stemming from this vision would be the assignment of long-

range land-based ballistic missiles, cruise missile and hypersonic weapons programs (notionally 

those with ranges greater than 1,000 km) and forces to the USAF along with long-range air-

launched systems.38 While seemingly far-fetched, there is a precedent for the USAF to operate 

land-mobile missiles. Between 1982 and 1991 it operated the roughly 2,700 km range, mobile, 

nuclear-capable, Gryphon ground-launched cruise missile from bases in Belgium, the Federal 

Republic of Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.39 

Although there is no objective means to determine at what range a system becomes “long-

range” or “strategic,” it is hard to see how a system with more than a 1,000 km range could be 

defined as a “battlefield” system. The Army’s request for proposals for its precision strike 

missile program specify an initial range of 499 km and a deployed missile with a range 

 

37 The identification and attack of enemy strategic centers of gravity dates back to World War I and the early 
interwar period. See, for example, William Mitchell, Our Air Force: The Keystone of National Defense, New York: 
E. P. Dutton and Company, 1921; and Guilio Douhet, The Command of the Air, trans. Dino Ferrari, Washington, 
D.C.: Office of Air Force History, [1921] 1983. For a comprehensive treatment of airpower theory, see Meilinger, 
1997. For more on the development of American concepts for strategic bombardment (e.g., industrial web theory), 
see Robert T. Finney, History of the Air Corps Tactical School: 1920–1940, Washington, D.C.: Air Force History 
and Museum Program, 1998. 
38 Sea-based long-range systems such as land attack cruise missiles could be exempt due to the synergies derived 
from the integration of land- and sea-based strike capabilities into strategic air campaigns. 
39 Peter Grier, “The Short, Happy Life of the Glick-Em,” Air Force Magazine, July 1, 2002; National Museum of 
the United States Air Force, “General Dynamics / McDonnell Douglas BGM-109G Gryphon,” fact sheet, May 29, 
2015. 
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somewhat over 500 km (now possible with the abrogation of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces Treaty).40  

Whether the Army is interested in pursuing missile with ranges beyond 1,000 km is not clear 

at this point; but the service did operate the 1,700 km range Pershing II medium-range ballistic 

missile (MRBM) between 1983 and 1991, offering some precedent.41 Additionally, the Army’s 

director of LRPF stated in a July 2020 interview about the Army LRPF program, “There’s plenty 

of precedent within that framework [the Key West Agreement] for the Army to have surface-

launched missiles that can fire one thousand miles or more,” citing the Pershing II MRBM as an 

example.42  

Regarding precedents, the Army sought to operate long-range missiles much earlier than the 

1980s. In the 1950s the Air Force and Army pursued competing IRBM and MRBM programs, 

forcing then–Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson to make a determination regarding who would 

own longer range ballistic missiles. In a 1956 memorandum, Secretary Wilson directed that 

Army missile programs would be limited to 200 nm or less, giving ownership of both the Army 

Jupiter MRBM and USAF Thor IRBM to the USAF.43 In short, the USAF pursuit of this vision 

and the associated capabilities could reignite a competition with the Army for such systems. 

The Technology Innovation Hub 

This vision argues that the essence of USAF culture from its earliest days in precursor 

organizations such as the Army Air Corps is, ironically, not flight but technological innovation. 

Or perhaps, not quite so provocatively, that innovation has been so intertwined with flight in 

USAF culture that it would be natural to shift the organizational focus to innovation with flight 

as a secondary interest. Under this vision the USAF would seek to be the premier innovator for 

the joint force, bringing the institution’s long history advancing technological frontiers and 

developing new warfighting concepts and the unique globe-spanning perspective of airmen to 

 

40 Rempher and Gould, 2020. 
41 CSIS Missile Defense Project, “MGM-31B Pershing 2,” webpage, June 15, 2018. 
42 Freedberg, 2020c. 
43 Wilson’s 1956 memorandum did, however, allow the Army to continue R&D on longer range missiles. Wilson’s 
attempt to manage the roles and missions dispute by limiting the Army to shorter range missiles was significantly 
undermined in a testy White House meeting on August 12, 1957. President Eisenhower “judged it unwise to take a 
rigid view of missile ranges or of service roles and missions . . . [overruling] Wilson and Radford. No service was to 
be restricted to a rigid range limit.” Robert J. Watson, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Vol. IV: Into 

the Missile Age, 1956–1960, Washington, D.C.: OSD, Historical Office, 1997, p. 169. For more on the Air Force–Army 
competition over control of ballistic missile programs, see Andrew Bacevich, The Pentomic Era: The U.S. Army 

Between Korea and Vietnam, Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press, 1986, pp. 91–92. Regarding the 
memorandum, see Charles E. Wilson, “Clarification of Roles and Mission to Improve the Effectiveness of Operation of 
the Department of Defense,” memorandum for Members of the Armed Forces Policy Council, November 26, 1956, 
in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: 
Office of Air Force History, 1987, p. 300. 
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bear on any and all nation security problems. As the USAF 2013 vision states, “Airmen 

characteristically view security challenges differently—globally, without boundaries.”44 

These claims are not just USAF bluster but reflect public perceptions of the Air Force as a 

technology innovator. For example, a 2014 RAND American Life Panel asked respondents 

which service they most associated with advanced technologies. Fifty percent of respondents 

selected the USAF, with second place going to “no opinion,” at 21 percent; the Navy was third, 

with 17 percent, and the Army and Marines were both below 10 percent.45 What explains this 

association of the USAF with technology? 

Airmen have sought to push technological boundaries from the earliest days of the service, 

whether in aerodynamics, propulsion, navigation, weapons, surveillance, or communication. Carl 

Builder notes that the “Air Force’s love of technology is the result of the technological era that 

crested around 1950 and dominated the decades on each side of that peak. It goes back to the 

beginning of military aviation; and it transcends manned aircraft—at least for some of the most 

far-sighted aviators.”46 

Although manned aircraft have been central to the Air Force since its inception, a strong case 

can be made that the most enduring USAF internal cultural narrative revolves around innovation 

more broadly, not just aviation per se.47 Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, who received his initial 

flight training from Orville and Wilbur Wright, was instrumental in the development of aerial 

refueling and commanded the USAAF during World War II, exemplifies this broader perspective 

on airpower. In early 1945 Arnold said to a group of his top officers, “We’ve got to think about 

what we’ll need in terms of twenty years from now. For the last twenty years we have built and 

run the air force on pilots. But we can’t do that anymore.”48 David Spires, in his history of the 

USAF in space, observes that, “For Arnold, the forces of the future must never be sacrificed 

for the forces of the present. While the current state of technology convinced him to support 

 
44 DAF, 2013b, p. 4. 
45 The RAND American Life Panel survey question asked, “Which of the armed services to you most associate 
with advanced technologies—the Army, the Navy, the Marines or the Air Force?” The survey was conducted 
between April 7 and May 19, 2014. For more on the RAND American Life Panel and these results, see Vick, 
2015b, pp. 123–129. 
46 Builder, 1994, p. 157. 
47 Our focus here is on technological innovation, but it should be noted that advances in technologies are only one 
part of the broader and more consequential process of military innovation involving the integration of technology 
with strategy, concepts, tactics, and procedures to solve difficult problems and/or create new opportunities. For an 
overview of military innovation in the USAF, see Adam R. Grissom, Caitlin Lee, and Karl P. Mueller, Innovation 

in the United States Air Force: Evidence from Six Cases, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-1207-AF, 
2016.  
48 Henry H. Arnold, quoted in Robert Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983, 
p. 55; for more on Arnold’s efforts to establish close links with universities, laboratories, and industry, see pp. 54–61. 
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manned aircraft, he envisioned a pilotless air force and supported developing ICBMs for the 

future Air Force.”49  

The USAF pursued a host of new technologies and capabilities in its early years, including 

supersonic flight, ballistic missiles, satellites, and computer-based C2 for continental air defense.50 

In support of its massive R&D efforts, the USAF was also instrumental in the development of 

systems management techniques applied to research, development, and acquisition.51 As Gen 

Thomas D. White (the fourth CSAF, 1957–1961) commented, “We in the Air Force . . . always 

want to see technology move faster because we realize that it is from the area of new developments 

that our lifeblood stems.”52 

Brig Gen Paula Thornhill, USAF (Ret.) calls this innovation narrative “over not through,” 

because it originated in a desire to avoid the bloody stalemate of World War I.53 BG William 

“Billy” Mitchell, the first American airpower theorist, captured the essence of the idea: “Aircraft 

do not need to pierce the line of either navies or armies. They can fly straight over them to the 

heart of a country and gain success in war.”54 Thornhill argues that “over not through” has 

endured as a USAF narrative because it “describes the Airmen’s culture in terms of their ability 

to identify and adapt to a profound innovation. . . . The introduction and integration of a new 

technology, in this case the airplane, emerge almost immediately as a key cultural theme. . . . It 

encouraged this new breed of soldier, the Airman, that emerged during World War I to view 

innovation as equally important to their professional ethos as tradition and competence.”55 

Although this narrative was followed by others, Thornhill sees “over not through” as the unifying 

theme present throughout Air Force history, offering both the origin story as well as a roadmap for 

the future:  

Not only is “over not through” the first narrative chronologically, it emphasizes 

the fusing of independent-minded Airmen with a willingness to embrace new 

technologies and a devotion to innovation that collectively produces creative 

solutions to vexing national problems. By treating technology as a means rather 

than an end and heralding the spirit of innovation, this identity should inspire 

 
49 Spires, 2007, p. 10. See also H. H. Arnold, Global Mission, Blue Ridge Summit, Pa.: Tab Books, [1949] 1989. 
50 For details on some of these programs, see Spires, 2007; and Curtis Peebles, High Frontier: The United States 

Air Force and the Military Space Program, Washington, D.C.: Air Force History and Museums Program, 1997. 
51 For more on USAF innovations in the management of R&D, see Johnson, 2002. 
52 Thomas D. White, quoted in Thomas G. Mahnken, Technology and the American Way of War Since 1945, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2010, p. 31. 
53 For an insightful treatment of the lifesaving aspirations of early strategic bombing theory, see Mark Clodfelter, 
Beneficial Bombing: The Progressive Foundations of American Air Power, 1917–1945, Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2010. 
54 William “Billy” Mitchell, Winged Defense: The Development and Possibilities of Modern Air Power—Economic 

and Military, Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, [1925] 2009, p. 126. 
55 Paula G. Thornhill, “Over Not Through”: The Search for a Strong, Unified Culture for America’s Airmen, Santa 
Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, OP-386, 2012, p. 3. 
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Airmen from the early days of flight to the present. In this narrative, being an 

Airmen is less about flying and more about providing creative, realistic solutions 

to tough security problems.
56

 

In sum, “over not through” is not just a description of aircraft overflying obstacles but an 

embodiment of the airman’s problem solving concept: to bring new ideas and technologies 

together to change the nature of the problem.  

Box 4.1. The Air Force–Army Dispute over Army Aviation Capabilities 

The Army and the Air Force engaged in a heated and extended dispute concerning ownership and use of Army 
aircraft that lasted from 1948 to 1966. The Army saw a need for its own aviation force for a variety of support 
missions. However, the USAF saw this as an infringement and duplicative to some of its own missions. It feared 
the Army was seeking to take over close combat and logistical air support, functions afforded to the Air Force by 
the Key West Agreement. Although the NSA of 1947 and Key West Agreement of 1948 allowed the other services 
“such aviation . . . as may be organic therein,”a the definition of “organic” was unclear.  

The tension between legitimate Army needs for organic aviation and equally legitimate USAF concerns regarding 
CAS and tactical airlift was not easily resolved. On the one hand, the Army was determined to “develop its own 
organic capability for air movement of combat units within the war zone,” while the USAF was opposed to the 
creation of a large Army aviation element.b  

Visionary Army leaders such as GEN James Gavin realized that advances in tactical aviation, especially rotary-
wing technology, would give an airmobile Army an unprecedented mobility advantage against adversaries and 
that victory would be unlikely without such capabilities. That said, Army mobility advocates unnecessarily 
provoked USAF opposition with their ill-considered attempts to duplicate USAF capabilities (e.g., seeking fixed-
wing jets for observation and fixed-wing propeller aircraft for CAS). 

Ultimately several interventions by the respective service secretaries, two secretaries of defense, and finally the 
respective service chiefs were necessary to settle the outstanding issues.c Multiple proposals restricting both 
weight and allowable functions of Army aircraft brought no enduring successes. Arguably, the dispute ended 
because the USAF finally acquiesced to the reality of a large Army helicopter force (which proved essential during 
a decade of combat in Vietnam) rather than due to the elegance of any particular agreement among service leaders.  

a James Forrestal, Secretary of Defense, “Annex: Functions of the Armed Forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff: Section IV—
Functions of the United States Army,” memorandum to Joint Chiefs of Staff and Secretaries of the Army, Navy and Air Force, 
Washington, D.C., April 21, 1948. 
b Wolf, 1987, p. 291. 
c Specifically, these were the 1951 and 1952 agreements between Secretary of the Army Frank Pace and Secretary of the Air 
Force Thomas K. Finletter; Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson’s 1956 memorandum; Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s 
support (during 1962 and 1963) for a major expansion in Army helicopter force capabilities and size; and the 1966 agreement 
between CSA Harold Johnson and CSAF John McConnell. For a more detailed discussion of these events and agreements, 
see Appendix B. 

Courses of Action for Roles and Missions 
This section introduces and discusses four COAs that the USAF might advocate regarding 

roles and missions:  

• COA 1: Narrowing USAF responsibilities 

• COA 2: Maintaining USAF responsibilities 

• COA 3: Expanding USAF responsibilities  

 
56 Thornhill, 2012, p. 9. 
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• COA 4: Advocating for fewer RMF constraints on service R&D. 

The first three COAs (narrowing, maintaining, or expanding USAF responsibilities) all are 

options within the current Key West framework. The 1948 Key West Agreement’s strengths, and 

perhaps the primary reasons that it has lasted 72 years, are its broad language and adherence to 

widely accepted definitions of domains (i.e., land, sea, and air). The agreement does specify core 

functions of the services, but these are fairly narrow and limited. Its definition of common and 

collateral functions, often employing vague language, has allowed the agreement to bend rather 

than break in the face of disputes. Also, the common and collateral functions create opportunities 

for the services to compete in some areas, a competition that some believe fosters innovation.57 

These are among the reasons that the Key West framework persists to this day. On the other 

hand, the use of common and collateral functions and less than precise language has contributed 

to, rather than resolved, disputes over critical RMF. That said, rather than do away with the Key 

West framework, the Executive Branch and Congress have chosen to amend this framework over 

the decades via a series of memoranda, formal DoDDs (e.g., DoDD 5100.01), bilateral service 

agreements, and legislation. 

The last COA, advocating for fewer RMF constraints on service R&D, would allow the 

services to compete for a wider range of functions.  

Narrowing USAF Responsibilities 

This option may seem like a nonstarter or even anathema to many readers, and particularly 

those who have served or worked in the Pentagon. Although businesses do at times divest 

assets to improve profitability or as part of a strategic reorientation, it is much less common for 

government agencies or military services to propose narrowing their range of activities.58 

This likely stems from the increased power and opportunities that flow from a broader set of 

responsibilities, including prestige, larger budgets, more personnel, and more opportunities to 

make a difference. Organizational maintenance in the public sphere “means not merely survival 

but prosperity; and prosperity in turn means acquiring both autonomy and resources.”59  

When divestiture of assets or functions occurs in government it tends to be either a reaction 

to budget pressures or forced from the outside. For the military services, termination of activities 

typically involves shutting down programs or retiring weapon systems rather than proposing that 

assigned functions be done away with or moved to another service. These termination efforts 

 
57 One prominent school of thought in the military innovation literature argues that interservice competition drives 
innovation. See Adam Grissom, “The Future of Military Innovation Studies,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 29, 
No. 5, October 2006, pp. 910–913. 
58 For more on divestiture strategies in business, see Michael Mankins, David Harting, and Rolf-Magnus Weddigen, 
“How the Best Divest,” Harvard Business Review, October 2008; and Lee Dranikoff, Tim Koller, and Antoon 
Schneider, “Divestiture: Strategy’s Missing Link,” Harvard Business Review, May 2002. 
59 James Q. Wilson, Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do and Why They Do It, New York: Basic Books, 
1991, p. 196. 
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rarely come to fruition because they threaten various constituencies who lobby their congressional 

representatives to prevent the loss of contracts, jobs, or activities at bases.60 The status quo, 

therefore, persists.  

Regarding divestitures forced from the outside, the 1995 Commission on Roles and Missions 

(CORM) recommended divesting commercial-type activities in the services through outsourcing 

to the private sector and streamlining a host of support activities by centralizing duplicative 

capabilities in the services into defense agencies.61 More recently, the Air Force, Army, Marines, 

and Navy were all forced to divest most of their space-related capabilities by the creation of the 

new Space Force on December 20, 2019.62 Although the USAF was affected to a much greater 

extent than the other services, it is safe to say that none of them would have volunteered to give 

up their space functions in the absence of the newly formed USSF. 

Beyond these forced divestitures, this COA considers the possibility that the USAF might, 

under some conditions, want to shed some responsibilities in order to better focus on a set of core 

functions. Even after the loss of most space functions to the new USSF, the USAF retains a wide 

range of capabilities and assigned functions. For example, it provides the joint force most of its 

long-range ISR capability; most of its airborne battle management fleet; all of its long-range 

penetrating strike capability; much, if not most, of its long-range standoff capability; all of its 

long-range airlift; most of its theater airlift; its most advanced fifth-generation force; most of 

its fourth-generation fighter force; its only fixed-wing gunships; and a host of other diverse 

capabilities.63 

Neither the nation nor the USAF would benefit from a major reduction of these capabilities. 

Rather, the question is whether a small number of selected capabilities might be divested to 

better focus the service on its core functions. Divestiture is not unknown in the USAF, but is 

most often related to aging platforms (rather than capabilities), with the objective of freeing 

funds to invest in modernization. Even this modest form of divestiture has proven to be 

politically difficult, as advocates for specific platforms (most famously the A-10 Thunderbolt 

attack aircraft) and congressional delegations work together to protect favored systems and/or the 

economic benefits associated with having those assets based in congressional districts or states. 

Recent examples of failed divestiture attempts include the A-10 Thunderbolt, B-1 Lancer,  

 
60 For an analysis of past barriers to USAF divestitures, see Paul T. Hill, Thomas K. Glennan, Jr., and Susan J. 
Bodilly, Obstacles to the Termination of Air Force Activities, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, R-3303-AF, 
1986. 
61 John P. White, “Preface,” in Commission on Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces, Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Defense, May 24, 1995. 
62 USSF, undated. 
63 For a useful overview of the breadth of USAF capabilities and activities, see DAF, Global Vigilance, Global 

Reach, Global Power for America, Washington, D.C.: DAF, 2013a.  
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E-8C Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System, MQ-9 Reaper, RQ-4 Global Hawk, and  

U-2 Dragon Lady.64  

Additionally, new technologies, changing threats, or other factors might argue for limited 

divestiture. For example, ICBMs might be a better fit in the USSF. CAS is an example of a 

warfighting function that the Air Force and Army have fought over for decades that might be a 

candidate for divestiture by the USAF. The combination of the increasingly lethal Integrated Air 

Defense System and tactical air defenses, combined with the potential that swarming drones 

might provide highly responsive and lethal close support for ground forces, has led some to 

argue that USAF CAS capabilities could be reduced substantially.65 Neither of these ideas is 

likely to find proponents among Air Force leadership, and they may be highly difficult to pursue; 

but they are illustrative of divestiture possibilities. They therefore should not be dismissed 

outright.  

Maintaining USAF Responsibilities 

Maintaining current functions is the default RMF COA for all the services. Although on the 

surface this seems to be a defensive and conservative position, this COA does not present much 

of a barrier to RMF disputes. Such disputes are likely to endure under this COA for several 

reasons.  

First, the vagueness of language and overlapping responsibilities in the Key West framework 

leaves much room for interpretation, resulting in service disputes over boundaries. In these cases 

each service might view its actions as defensive, simply protecting its rights under the agreement. 

Air Force–Army disputes in the 1950s and 1960s over limits on Army aviation are one example 

of these types of disputes.  

Second, a revolutionary new technology will often generate intense competition among the 

services. In some cases, multiple services might legitimately argue that this new capability falls 

within their assigned functions. Under these conditions the services are not seeking to expand 

their responsibilities, just to incorporate this new technology so as to better perform functions 

already within their remit. For example, the Air Force–Army competition over ownership of 

medium and IRBMs during the 1950s stemmed from the USAF’s belief that LRS systems fell 

under its primary function “to be responsible for strategic air warfare,” while the Army viewed 

ballistic missiles as simply an extension of artillery and as surface-to-surface fires fell under the 

Army’s primary function of “prompt and sustained combat operations on land.”66 This issue 

 
64 Christopher Woody, “The U.S. Air Force Wants to Get Rid of Some of Its Most Well-Known Aircraft—Here’s 
What’s on the Chopping Block,” Business Insider, February 12, 2020. 
65 For an analysis of the relative costs of providing CAS from F-35s versus swarming drones, see Hurst, 2019. For 
an overview of almost 80 years of disputes between airmen and soldiers over CAS, see John T. Correll, “The Ups 
and Downs of Close Air Support,” Air Force Magazine, December 1, 2019.  
66 Forrestal, 1948, pp. 6, 11. 
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appears to be resurfacing as the Army pursues conventional ballistic missile capabilities with 

ranges up to the IRBM class.67 

A third type of dispute can occur when one service is acting in a purely defensive mode but 

another is seeking to expand its responsibilities. A pre–Key West Agreement example (discussed 

in greater detail in Chapter 3) can be found in U.S. Army Air Force efforts during World War II 

and again from 1946 to 1948 to own antiaircraft artillery (AAA) units belonging to the Army. 

USAAF leaders had argued for integration of the Antiaircraft Command into the USAAF at 

several points during World War II due to concerns over fratricide and a belief that effective air 

defense required tight integration of all forces under an airman. While they failed in the effort to 

own AAA units, air defense units (radars, smoke generating units, barrage balloons, AAA units, 

and fighters) were placed under an airman for continental U.S. air defense operations. Whatever 

the merits of the case, the USAAF was seeking to expand its responsibilities while the Army 

was in the position of maintaining responsibilities. The issue was settled when the Key West 

Agreement assigned as a primary Army function to “organize, train, and equip Army antiaircraft 

artillery units.”68 

Looking to the future, in this maintaining responsibilities COA the USAF would initiate no 

changes to its assigned functions as of summer 2020. Rather, it would seek to minimize 

disruptions caused by the creation of USSF, sort through the myriad details associated with the 

transfer of the space function to USSF, and work to establish a new USAF status quo as an air 

and cybersecurity force with limited space responsibilities. Under this COA the USAF might 

choose to interact with USSF just like the other services or it might seek a closer relationship 

with the USSF due to their status as sister services under the DAF. The USAF’s assigned 

functions regarding space would be identical either way. 

This COA would not prevent the USAF from clarifying RMF where they are unclear nor 

would it place any constraints on USAF negotiations with other services regarding their 

responsibilities under the Key West framework (e.g., the Army’s responsibility to defend air 

bases from ground or air attack). Nor, as noted above, would it guarantee peace with the other 

services over issues of contention. USAF leaders might still feel compelled to fight vigorously 

to defend assigned responsibilities such as strategic air warfare. Finally, this COA would not 

preclude future USAF leaders from seeking to either shrink or expand USAF responsibilities if 

called for by evolving circumstances. 

 
67 Hitchens, 2020c. 
68 Forrestal, 1948, p. 6; John A. Hamilton, Blazing Skies: Air Defense Artillery on Fort Bliss, 1940–2009, Fort Bliss, 
Tex.: U.S. Army Air Defense Center, 2009, pp. 59, 91–93; Wesley Frank Craven and James Lea Cate, The Army Air 

Forces in World War II, Vol. VI: Men and Planes, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1983, pp. 85–116. 
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Expanding USAF Responsibilities 

Although the services often argue that a new technology or other desired capability falls 

within their primary or collateral functions as specified under the Key West Agreement, at times 

they truly need expanded authorities or, at minimum, the acquiescence of the other services. For 

example, as was discussed in Chapter 3, it took years of effort before the Army finally convinced 

the USAF to support (or at least stop fighting) the Army’s airmobile vision. 

In a similar fashion, the USAF could seek expanded responsibilities through negotiation with 

another service. For example, the Army is assigned the responsibility of defending air bases from 

ground attack but has never demonstrated much enthusiasm for the mission, understandably 

seeing it as a diversion of maneuver forces (always in short supply) to rear area security. This 

was demonstrated most vividly in 2005 when—under manpower shortages in both Afghanistan 

and Iraq—the Army leadership abrogated Joint Service Agreement 8 (JSA 8), a 1984 agreement 

with that USAF that committed the Army to defending air bases. If the USAF desired to expand 

its responsibilities to include ground defense of air bases (to include controlling ground outside 

the air base), the Army is likely to entertain such proposals.69  

More commonly, though, seeking expanded responsibilities generates opposition in the other 

services, in COCOMs, in DoD, and in Congress. Thus, the USAF should only pursue this COA 

if the function it seeks to appropriate is deemed essential, USAF leaders are fully committed to 

fighting for it, and the USAF can present its arguments in a narrative that is compelling to 

outside audiences. 

Advocating for Fewer RMF Constraints on Service Research and Development 

The attractiveness of this innovation-centric COA very much depends on one’s perspective 

regarding the net benefit of the Key West framework as updated over the last 70 years. Although 

this framework has not prevented roles and missions disputes, it likely reduced redundant 

capabilities and costly competition in some areas. Additionally, the Goldwater-Nichols Act 

corrected serious flaws in the C2 of joint combat operations. Indeed, both the Key West 

Agreement and much of the directives and legislation that followed were necessitated by the 

fierce disputes among the services and their supporters. Some directives, such as Secretary of 

Defense Wilson’s 1956 memorandum, were necessitated by unproductive and, at times, nasty 

fighting between the services (usually the Air Force and Army or Air Force and Navy). At that 

time, both President Dwight D. Eisenhower and the leadership of the Senate Armed Services 

Committee were exasperated with the service behavior and insisted that Secretary Wilson put an 

end to it. It is hard to imagine what the interservice competition of the 1950s would have been 

like without the Key West Agreement. The strengths of the agreement notwithstanding, there is 

 
69 For more details on Air Force–Army disputes over ABD, see Vick et al., 2020. 
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the possibility that there are too many RMF rules, guidelines, and prohibitions that ultimately 

discourage and inhibit innovation.  

The idea underpinning this COA is to encourage service R&D enterprises to pursue promising 

ideas without concern for RMF barriers. Although the vast majority of a service R&D effort 

would like be focused on its core responsibilities, some amount of R&D would be devoted to 

solving the most vexing joint problems without worrying about what service would own the 

proposed or developed capability if it proved feasible.  

Connecting USAF Visions to RMF Courses of Action 
In this final section we show how the relative attractiveness of the COAs varies with the 

USAF’s choice of vision. Table 4.2 lists the visions in the column on the far left. COAs are 

displayed across the top of the table. 

Table 4.2. Linking USAF Visions to Courses of Action for Roles and Missions: 
Illustrative Outcomes 

Alternative 
USAF Visions 

Alternative USAF Roles and Missions COAs 

Narrowing USAF 
Responsibilities 

Maintaining USAF 
Responsibilities 

Expanding USAF 
Responsibilities 

Reducing 
RMF 

Constraints 
on Service 

R&D 

DAF/USAF/USSF 
partnership 

 Air and space power 
integrated under the DAF 

  

Winger Warriors Divest ICBMs to 
USSF 

   

RPP   USAF is responsible 
for IAMD of air bases 

 

JADO Integrator   JFACC plays unique 
integrating role 

 

Strategic Strike 
Force 

  USAF acquires 
surface-based LRS 
capability 

 

Innovation Hub    USAF is free 
to compete for 
more functions 

The purpose of Table 4.2—and, indeed, this chapter—is to make the case that the relative 

utility of COAs cannot be assessed without first clarifying the USAF vision for its future. Without 

a clear sense of the service vision, COAs are irrelevant. As noted earlier, the visions are ideal 

types meant to illustrate the implications of various choices. Most likely the USAF vision would 

combine some elements of these and possibly other visions. 
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If the USAF chose the first vision of partnering with the USSF, then the COA that is the best 

fit is one that would seek to maintain USAF air and cybersecurity responsibilities while working 

closely with the DAF and USSF to sustain the integration of air, space, and cybersecurity efforts.  

The second vision, Winged Warriors, sees a future USAF focused on aerodynamic systems. 

This narrower vision naturally aligns with the COA espousing the shedding of some current 

USAF functions—specifically, the ICBM force and, possibly, cybersecurity capabilities if they 

are not directly supportive of air operations.  

The RPP vision seeks more autonomy for the USAF to project, sustain, and protect its 

combat elements operating from forward bases. Specifically, the USAF would want the authority 

to deploy organic AMDs. Depending on one’s understanding of current RMF guidelines, this 

could entail expanding USAF responsibilities.70  

The JADO Integrator vision argues for USAF leadership in both the design and procurement 

of battle management systems, but also a major role integrating ADO. Thus the COA that flows 

from this is one seeking to expand USAF responsibilities by giving C2 of JADO to the USAF.  

The Strategic Strike Force vision emphasizes the USAF’s historic role in what the Key West 

Agreement called “strategic air warfare.” In this vision the USAF would own all relevant land-

based LRS systems, including long-range aircraft; air-launched cruise, hypersonic or ballistic 

missiles; and ground-launched cruise, hypersonic or ballistic missiles with ranges over 1,000 km. 

This vision conflicts with current Army programs and plans to deploy long-range canons, ballistic 

missiles and hypersonic weapons. Since the USAF does not have specific authority to develop 

such capabilities in parallel with the Army efforts, let alone own all long-range ground-launched 

systems, this vision would likely lead to a major roles and missions fight.71 

The Innovation Hub vision would likely require more freedom, funding, and opportunities 

for the USAF to pursue solutions to joint problems. There would be little incentive to pursue this 

vision if the USAF could not, at least in some cases, compete to own the capability—even if that 

required some shift in RMF assignments. Since the particulars of these innovations cannot be 

known in advance, the “expand responsibilities” COA would not be helpful. In some—perhaps 

many—cases, future innovations would not require an expansion of responsibilities. Rather, 

the USAF would want to advocate for changes in RMF frameworks that were designed to 

encourage innovation without regard to ultimate ownership of capabilities, allowing for 

increased competition to solve vexing problems. 

This chapter has identified six alternative visions for the USAF and four associated COAs. 

The visions and COAs are by no means definitive or comprehensive. Rather, they were chosen to 

illustrate a thought process and demonstrate that the USAF must be clear on its vision prior to 

 
70 For more on the possibility of the USAF acquiring ground-based air defenses for air bases, see Vick et al., 2020. 
71 Some readers might argue that the Key West Agreement gave this responsibility to the USAF. That argument did 
prevail initially with the 1956 Wilson memorandum giving IRBMs and MRBMs to the USAF, but it was rapidly 
undone through subsequent decisions by Secretary of Defense Neil H. McElroy and President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
allowing the Army to deploy the Pershing I short-range ballistic missile and then the Pershing II MRBM in 1983.  
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advocating for particular RMF strategies. The current USAF vision, in addition to being seven 

years old, was largely rendered obsolete by the creation of USSF in 2019. Among the urgent 

tasks facing the new CSAF in 2020 is the development of a new USAF vision that accounts for 

the creation of the USSF, the 2018 NDS focus on conflict with major powers, the emergence of 

JADO, and the pursuit of long-range ballistic and hypersonic weapons. 

In Chapter 5 we present project findings and recommendations. 
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5. Findings and Recommendations 

The existing framework for assigning roles and missions responsibilities and for adjudicating 

disagreements is a mix of legislation, executive directives, bilateral service agreements, and 

tradition. Decisions regarding roles and missions disputes have often been more concerned with 

tempering interservice rivalries than ensuring the most efficient allocation of resources or 

maximizing fighting force effectiveness. For this reason, past critiques and reform efforts have 

focused on efficiency and effectiveness issues.1 Today there is also concern that the existing 

RMF framework may be poorly suited for an era of rapid and continuous change, with roles and 

missions assignments more likely to present barriers to innovation than to foster it. In the places 

where exciting technological and doctrinal innovation is occurring (e.g., land-, air-, and sea-

based antiship capabilities) it appears that assigned roles and functions lanes are either largely 

ignored, ambiguous, or both.  

In this report we have identified RMF disputes that have endured as problems for the USAF, 

some factors associated with major RMF events, and several reasons why reform efforts often 

failed. We have also presented a framework for analyzing the RMF implications of strategic-

level guidance, such as the 2018 NDS, emerging operational concepts, and the creation of the 

USSF. Finally, we considered how the vision that USAF leaders choose for the service’s future 

will influence the relative attractiveness of RMF COAs.  

Findings 
The USAF’s Vision for Its Future Must Inform Any Alternative Courses of Action for 

Roles and Missions That It Seeks to Pursue 

Among the major choices facing the new CSAF is whether to seek changes in RMF 

assignments. The major options include: (1) narrowing USAF responsibilities, (2) maintaining 

current responsibilities, (3) expanding USAF responsibilities, or (4) breaking away from the 

Key West–style framework to reduce constraints on service R&D (to enable more freedom to 

innovate). In essence, selecting among these choices comes down to a judgment about what 

functions are core to the USAF identity and purpose and therefore merit protection and/or 

acquisition. Although aspects of USAF identity and purpose are found in law, history, and 

tradition, USAF visions have evolved over time as changes in the security environment created 

new opportunities and challenges. Among the responsibilities of USAF senior leaders is the 

development and articulation of a vision to guide the service as it seeks to navigate these 

challenges. Thus, the USAF vision must inform the choice of RMF COA. Since the global 

 
1 One example is the 1995 CORM. We briefly cover this historical episode in Appendix A.  
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security environment has changed significantly since the last USAF vision was produced in 

2013, it is an opportune time to rethink the vision. The creation of the USSF in 2019 further 

necessitates a new vision. Only after this vision has been clarified and articulated should the 

USAF make decisions regarding RMF choices. 

It Remains Unclear Whether the DAF, USAF, and USSF Visions, Narratives, and 
Concepts Will Be Fully Integrated (as in the New Arctic Strategy) or Simply Aligned 

The DAF, USAF, and USSF can be expected to align vision statements, narratives, and 

concepts in the coming years. What is not yet clear is whether they will go beyond alignment to 

fully integrate their efforts. In Chapter 4 we considered a USAF vision of partnership with the 

DAF and USSF that would seek to ensure close integration of air and space power with the 

DAF. There are indications that this partnership vision is being embraced—at least as an interim 

practice as the USSF establishes itself. For example, The Department of the Air Force Arctic 
Strategy, released in July 2020, presents an integrated air and space strategy for the Arctic and 

was signed by the Secretary of the Air Force, the Chief of Space Operations, and the CSAF. The 

next key test will be whether the anticipated USAF vision statement is released separately or 

developed in collaboration with the DAF and USSF. As noted in Chapter 4, such a tripartite 

vision would have to devote much more attention to space than the minimalist treatment found 

in the 2013 USAF vision. 

In Spite of Joint All-Domain Operations and Joint All-Domain Command and Control, 
the USAF Lacks a Narrative That Clearly Explains How It Will Generate Airpower in 
a Contested Anti-Access / Area Denial Environment 

The USAF narrative should explain how what the service does helps solve major national 

security challenges for the nation. The narrative necessarily flows from a clear vision of service 

purpose and values. It is not yet clear what the USAF narrative is regarding operations in a 

contested environment. JADC2 and JADO are promising concepts to increase the effectiveness 

of the joint force through improved integration of effects across domains. As such, they will 

improve the relative capabilities of U.S. forces against peer competitors, but neither concept fully 

articulates how the USAF will overcome long-range precision threats to forward bases so that it 

can project power, sustain forces, and generate combat power in A2/AD environments. These 

issues would be of much less concern if the USAF had settled on a service-wide air base 

resiliency concept. Unfortunately despite considerable analysis, exercises, and experiments 

testing base resiliency options, the USAF still has not promulgated new doctrine and TTPs for 

operating in A2/AD environments. These issues are exacerbated by Army shortfalls in active 

point defenses. However, the USAF need not wait on the Army to make these conceptual, 

doctrinal, and training changes. 
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While There Is No Single Trigger for RMF Disputes, Interservice Tensions Are 
Most Commonly Associated with Ownership of New Capabilities or Control of a 
Major Function 

Over the past 75 years or so, the Air Force has enjoyed its fair share of interservice rivalry 

related to assigned functions. This competition has largely been with the Army and has dealt 

with several key questions, the first of which is which service should own what aircraft and what 

missions these aircraft should execute. These basic questions and service disagreements about the 

respective answers to them animated key efforts to resolve them. A second question enlivening Air 

Force–Army debates has concerned ABD ownership. This dispute has two primary strands. The 

first relates to protecting air bases and who should have primary responsibility for the function. 

This question put the two services at odds over the use of surface-to-air missiles and missile 

technologies. A second strand deals with ownership of theater integrated air and missile defense 

(TIAMD). This question has divided the services at various times in nearly every decade since 

the end of World War II. Finally, the ownership and development of space-based capabilities has 

proved to be an issue of concern for the Air Force. Its dominance in this area has been a source 

of criticism and rebuke from the other services.  

While there is no single trigger for the disputes described here, the questions and historical 

accounts presented in this report suggest interservice tensions are most commonly associated 

with (1) ownership of new capabilities (especially aircraft and missiles), (2) C2 of offensive air 

operations, and (3) responsibility for AMD. Certainly, changing threats and budget drawdowns 

have affected and exacerbated interservice disputes. But the driving factor in many, if not 

most, of these debates has been new military capabilities stemming from new or emerging 

technologies. That DoD directives, guidelines, and agreements (such as the Key West 

framework) permitted various interpretations over service responsibilities also contributed 

to these debates.  

Major Department of Defense Reorganization and RMF Reform Efforts Have Failed 
More Often Than Not 

Most major efforts to overhaul or restructure DoD after 1947 failed. It cannot be said that they 

failed for lack of effort or enterprise. The Symington Report, issued during the administration of 

President John F. Kennedy; the Blue Ribbon Panel during the administration of President 

Richard M. Nixon; and the Steadman Report of the administration of President Jimmy Carter all 

identified (more or less) the same problem: the services exercised undue influence in their self-

interested pursuits, and this negatively affected the military’s ability to achieve mission 

successes. However, for various reasons, each effort failed to effect or produce structural 

changes. These reasons include lack of support from key stakeholders such as the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the White House, as well as failed or botched military 

operations in Cuba, Vietnam, and Iran. There was also obvious pushback from the services, 
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which were fearful of any loss of influence. However, by the early 1980s the tide had turned. The 

mounting catalog of military operational failures—from the Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961 to the 

1983 Marine Corps barracks bombings in Beirut—induced an overwhelming impetus for change. 

There existed an institutional imperative, largely led by Congress, to reform the military 

establishment.2  

Since the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act there have been no major DoD organizational 

reforms. The fall of the Soviet Union less than five years after this landmark DoD reform 

certainly induced introspective efforts concerning the U.S. military’s size and purpose. The 

CORM in 1994–1995 would not prove definitive. Thereafter, the terrorist attacks in the 

United States on September 11, 2001, would offer new focus for the military in terms of threat. 

However, during this era, a series of Quadrennial Defense Reviews (QDRs) would have little 

to no impact on the larger military establishment.  

Defense Agencies Are Not Traditionally Considered Part of the RMF Debates but 
Compete with the Services for Equities and Resources 

Defense agencies are a relatively new phenomenon within DoD. Defense agencies are treated 

as separate entities from the services and COCOMs. Although most were created in the belief 

that consolidation of functions would produce large savings (e.g., by bringing service commissary 

functions into a single Defense Commissary Agency), the current 19 defense agencies and eight 

defense field activities constitute a substantial investment in dollars and personnel, at times 

compete with the services for funding, wield significant bureaucratic power, and often cross 

traditional roles and missions boundaries.3 At least one (the MDA) has operational responsibilities 

as well. Yet, the responsibilities, functions, and effectiveness of these agencies are rarely explicitly 

assessed during DoD roles and missions reassessments.4 

Recommendations 
These research findings lead to the following recommendations for USAF leaders: 

Consider RMF implications of alternative visions for the USAF. As discussed in the 

findings, the dated USAF vision has been overtaken by global events and the creation of the 

USSF, necessitating the creation of a new vision as soon as practical. Exploring alternative ideal-

type visions, akin to those delineated in Chapter 4, can help inform the development of a new 

vision by clarifying RMF trade-offs and choices. This exercise is also helpful in illustrating the 

 
2 Appendix A covers each of these episodes in more detail.  
3 OSD, Organization and Management of the Department of Defense, Resource Guide v 3.2, Washington, D.C.: 
DoD, March 2019. 
4 A 2018 GAO report highlighted problems in defense agencies. See GAO, Defense Management: DOD Needs to 

Address Inefficiencies and Implement Reform Across Its Defense Agencies and DOD Field Activities, Washington, 
D.C.: GAO, September 2018. 
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relationship between the USAF’s vision and alternative RMF COAs. Most likely, USAF leaders 

will choose some combination of these (and perhaps other) visions. In his recent “Accelerate 

Change or Lose” paper and associated “Action Orders,” the CSAF, Gen Charles Q. Brown, Jr., 

calls for changes that are similar to elements of the DAF/USAF/USSF Partnership, the Innovation 

Hub, the JADO Integrator, and RPP visions.5 As the CSAF refines and extends these ideas into a 

new vision, the vision/COA framework that we present in this report can help him and other 

USAF senior leaders explore the RMF implications of these choices and, where appropriate, 

modify the emerging vision to better align with the most desirable RMF outcomes. 
Align or integrate USAF narrative, vision, concepts, organization, and force structure 

with DAF and USSF efforts. Air Force leadership will need to identify the direction it seeks to 

take and align and integrate USAF efforts—concepts, narrative, organizational structure, force 

structure, and force posture—with DAF and USSF efforts. The USMC’s phased approach to 

developing and implementing Force Design 2030 may offer some relevant lessons along these 

lines.  

Use the USAF public narrative to explain how its desired roles, functions, and capabilities 
uniquely serve the nation. To be successful, service leaders need to communicate a USAF 

public narrative to explain how its desired roles, functions, and capabilities uniquely serve the 

nation and are in line with its national security interests. At minimum the USAF narrative will 

have to be aligned with DAF and USSF narratives but, as noted in the findings, could also be a 

collaborative effort among the three. 

Identify new technologies and capabilities that are priorities for the USAF. As noted in 

the findings, most RMF disputes have been over the ownership of new capabilities such as 

surface-to-air missiles, ballistic missiles, or nuclear weapons. Although one cannot predict all 

the possible applications of promising new technologies, early identification of those capabilities 

that might solve vexing national security problems or greatly improve USAF combat 

effectiveness would better position the USAF to decide whether it wants to pursue those 

capabilities and, if so, to make an effective case that it should own such capabilities. The creation 

of Air Force Warfighting Integration Capability in 2018 is a step in this direction. To address the 

implications of new technologies earlier in the planning and programming process, the USAF 

should consider adding the identification of RMF implications of R&D efforts to the responsibilities 

of its strategic planners and ensuring that these planners are given opportunities to regularly 

review technology programs for these purposes. 
Reconcile existing RMF frictions through cooperation and compromise with the Army, 

the Marine Corps, the Navy, the Joint Staff, and the defense agencies. The services have 

engaged in often bitter fights over assigned responsibilities. For example, the Air Force and the 

 
5 Charles Q. Brown, Jr., Accelerate Change or Lose, Washington, D.C.: Headquarters USAF, August 31, 2020, 
online, and Charles Q. Brown, Jr., CSAF Action Orders, Washington, D.C.: Headquarters USAF, September 14, 
2020, online. 
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Army fought for three decades over what capabilities and missions were “organic” to the Army, 

ultimately resolving their disagreements in the mid-1970s. Although the two services made some 

intermittent progress resolving various aspects of the dispute throughout its existence and each 

service had legitimate concerns, the protracted disagreement did not serve either service or the 

nation well. In contrast, the Air Force–Army cooperation that began in the 1970s as a dialogue 

between the Tactical Air Command (TAC) and TRADOC and culminated in the 31 Initiatives in 

the 1980s is a model of collaboration and compromise. The USAF should not surrender its core 

interests or capabilities in the name of cooperation, but it should try to take a longer view 

regarding inevitable disputes and pursue avenues for compromise whenever possible. (For our 

historical analysis of RMF disputes, see Appendixes A and B.) 
Encourage DoD to include defense agencies in all RMF assessments. As noted in the 

findings, defense agencies have generally been afforded a free ride in past RMF assessments. 

Given the scale and scope of defense agency responsibilities, future RMF assessments should 

ensure that defense agency functions are afforded the same scrutiny as service functions, 

particularly those defense agencies whose operational responsibilities overlap with services. 

Final Thoughts 
The shift in focus demanded by the growing vulnerability of U.S. forward bases to long-

range precision attack (as exemplified in the 2018 National Defense Review), the 2019 creation 

of the USSF, and the rapid shift to JADO present USAF leaders with a daunting set of demands 

but also a unique opportunity to initiate institutional transformation. In contrast to times of stasis, 

a period marked by tumult is more likely to open minds to new possibilities and break down 

bureaucratic barriers to organizational and strategic innovation. Thus, USAF leaders have, if they 

so desire, a moment when they can rethink fundamental assumptions and consider alternate 

visions for the future USAF. Whatever vision USAF leaders embrace—either alone or in 

partnership with the DAF and USSF—will have distinct RMF implications.  

The key question for USAF leaders is whether the existing framework is fundamentally 

sound (requiring only modest adjustments), whether it should be replaced by a “Key West 2021” 

agreement that would recast RMF assignments, or whether narrowly defined responsibilities are 

a hindrance to agility and innovation and should be scrapped entirely. And this question can only 

be answered after USAF leaders have first arrived at and articulated their vision for the future 

USAF. 
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Appendix A. History of Major Department of Defense Roles and 
Missions Events 

This appendix presents an overview of what we describe as major events related to DoD 

RMF. Debates between services over roles, responsibilities, functions, command of forces, and 

related issues date back to the very founding of the U.S. military.1 We do not attempt to cover 

such a rich and dense history here. Instead, we mostly limit ourselves to the post–World War II 

era, although we do highlight some pre–World War II details pertaining to the evolving military 

establishment and related debates that arose coming out of World War I. We further concentrate 

in this appendix on those events affecting the broader military establishment: its organization, 

structure, and functioning at the very highest levels. That is, we focus here primarily on DoD-

level initiatives rather than those affecting only a single service. We do, however, address 

important service-level initiatives and issues between services that had implications for the larger 

military establishment and the Air Force in particular.  

By major roles and missions events, we mean the various agreements, legislation, directives, 

memorandums and initiatives crafted in an effort (sometimes quite broadly) to address roles and 

missions issues central to the U.S. military.2 These are most often issued by Congress, the 

President, or the Secretary of Defense. Naturally, early events are those foundational ones 

intended to establish the armed forces under the National Military Establishment (NME) and, 

later, DoD. Efforts to reorganize and change initial DoD structures and organizations would 

follow these foundational events. Other important topics we cover include those intended to 

address, resolve, or otherwise deal with outstanding service debates usually related to ownership 

of new military capabilities or the employment of new technologies.  

Beginning with the origins of DoD after World War II and concluding with the roles and 

missions “reviews” of the past decade, we present more or less a historical narrative of the 

various roles and missions events and their associated debates. We also include among the 

subject of events those failed historical attempts to change DoD’s organization or structure or 

otherwise emend its noted shortcomings or flaws. The principal motivation for this historical 

 
1 Definitional debates and misuse of terminology related to military RMF and responsibilities abound in almost all 
writings on the topic. The terms are sometimes used interchangeably. Common usage of the term roles and missions 
dates at least as far back as the NSA of 1947. We are largely agnostic to the definitional debates attached to these 
terms. Those interested in their evolution should see Vick et al., 2020, Chapters 4 and 5. 
2 We employ the term events as a broad, catchall phrase to cover a wide category of legislation, reviews, agreements, 
and the like related to military RMFs. While these events are generally associated with a year (in which they were 
signed or released), the debates and issues proceeding and surrounding them span many years or even decades. A 
focus on such events permits us to treat them (loosely speaking) as observations through time. Explaining and 
understanding the drivers and forces of these observation is this historical challenge.  
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review is, if possible, to identify key drivers of the various initiatives, agreements—or events as 

we have referred to them above—that we describe within the appendix.3 We also wanted to 

understand the sources of failed pursuits or events if possible. To do so we reviewed both 

primary and secondary sources related to each of the events—successful or otherwise. 

While much of the debates and issues we review here are inherently complex, several factors 

often emerged as associated triggers or drivers of them. These factors include new capabilities 

and military technologies, budget constraints, mission “failures” or the perception of such, 

capacity shortfalls, and changing national security threats, as well as institutional imperatives 

related to the military establishment. We do not attempt to weigh or adjudicate between these 

factors. Instead our aim is to clearly and concisely present the history, story, and facts as they 

relate to the events we catalog.  

The Origins of the Department of Defense: World War I Through 1947 
Prior to and throughout both world wars there were three services and two military 

departments in the United States; however, changes in technology, wartime demands, and 

institutional imperatives led to foundational changes to the military after the conclusion of 

World War II. The two military departments in place during World War I and World War II, the 

Department of War and the DoN, were established in 1789 and 1798, respectively. Some of 

the services predate the departments themselves, with the Marines Corps originating in 1775, 

the Army in 1789, and the Navy in 1794. These services operated in a joint, and combined, 

fashion for the first time during World War I.4 The impetus for organizational reform of the 

military establishment began around 1917 but would not come to fruition until the resolution of 

World War II.  

World War I forced the Marine Corps and Navy to assume new functions—with the Navy 

undertaking undersea warfare and the Marine Corps conducting air operations—and greatly 

expanded their size in an effort to address the war’s broader set of demands. In addition, the  

Army began to use airpower more extensively as a consequence of the war.5 As a result, 

airpower proponents would begin to argue that a new organization focused on airpower would 

be beneficial for the military. These proponents sparked what would become a large-scale 

controversy regarding an independent air force within the U.S. military.  

During the interwar period, the military services were left in a state of uncertainty. A foreign 

policy of isolationism and the economic struggles of the Great Depression led to significant 

reductions in military personnel and overall defense budgets. In light of these reductions, the 

 
3 It is worth adding that although RMF debates are often associated with budget constraints, we found no clear 
relationship between budget trends and any of the RMF “events” we examine here.  
4 Thornhill, 2019, p. 101. 
5 Thornhill, 2019, pp. 91–98. 
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services were still grappling with how to incorporate the new technologies that emerged during 

World War I and how to operate in the relatively new domains under the sea and in the air.6  

While the organizational structure of the military remained largely unchanged throughout 

the interwar years, the onset of World War II presented a new set of demands that required 

organizational reform—though informal at first. The U.S. military structure in place was 

insufficient to deal with a global war. By the time World War II ended, the United States 

possessed a military that would have been unrecognizable to 1939 service members, whether 

measured in size, capability, or competence. As the military demobilized, the service chiefs 

feared a return to the days of a small, constabulary force. With the addition of a fourth service, 

the soon-to-be-independent USAF, there began a great competition for postwar relevance and 

resources and the related debate over unification of the services.7  

The unification debate was given further impetus by the successful experience with joint 

and combined commands in Europe in contrast to the inability to create such commands in the 

Pacific.8 The experience convinced Army and USAAF leaders of the need for a unified Defense 

Department and more centralization in peace and war. Navy leaders strongly opposed this, 

adding another point of friction to the growing interservice rivalry.9 Thus, there existed a 

pressing need for legislation to establish the parameters for the new national security structure 

as well as the respective roles and functions of the four services. 

The unification debate long preceded World War II; as Vincent Davis explains, 

The unification concept, which originally envisioned some kind of imprecisely 

defined merger of the armed forces, had first emerged shortly after the Spanish-

American War. In one sense it was nothing more than an extension to the entire 

military establishment of the same principles of centralized authority that were 

applied within the Navy and Army in the form of the Navy’s General Board 

(1900) and the Army’s General Staff (1903). . . . Following World War I . . . a 

new group emerged as the chief advocates of interservice centralization. This 

group consisted chiefly of the many congressmen and influential officials of the 

 
6 Thornhill, 2019, pp. 95, 101, 104–106. 
7 The official history of the OSD is a useful reference regarding the unification debate and related developments 
between 1947 and 1950. See Steven L. Rearden, History of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Vol. 1: The 

Formative Years, 1947–1950, Washington, D.C.: OSD, Historical Office, 1984, pp. 16–86. Other thoughtful 
treatments of the unification debate include Jeffrey G. Barlow, Revolt of the Admirals: The Fight for Naval 

Aviation, 1945–1950, Washington, D.C.: Brassey’s, 1998, pp. 23–63; Vincent Davis, Postwar Defense Policy and 

the U.S. Navy, 1943–1946, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1966, pp. 40–63; Thornhill, 2019, 
pp. 121–123; and Warren A. Trest, Air Force Roles and Missions: A History, Honolulu, Hawaii: University Press of 
the Pacific, 2005, pp. 109–124. 
8 Thornhill, 2019, pp. 121–123. For a detailed discussion of joint operations and command arrangements during 
World War II, see Trest, 2005, pp. 63–108. 
9 Thornhill, 2019, pp. 125–126. 
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Executive Branch whose chief concern had become to design a less costly 

military establishment.
10

 

BG William “Billy” Mitchell and other early advocates for an independent air force 

recognized that a defense organization might help their cause. As Vincent Davis notes,  

The Mitchellites shrewdly saw that their proposal for a separate air force might 

be better received within the new political context favoring unification if the two 

ideas could somehow be combined in a package deal: a separate air force to be 

created as part of some kind of new organizational entity that would embrace the 

several separate military services. . . . It was therefore no surprise that the naval 

officers rejected unification when they saw it only as a Trojan horse thinly 

concealing the substance of the Mitchellites’ proposal.
11

 

New technologies and capabilities played a significant role in shaping the debates leading up 

to the NSA of 1947, which would establish the modern U.S. defense structure. In particular, 

issues related to military aviation and nuclear weapons proved most salient. Military aviation 

came of age during World War II, with strategic bombing, tactical support of forces in contact, 

interdiction, ISR, and airlift proving essential to campaigns in both theaters. Although there 

would be only one “air force,” the Army, Marine Corps, and Navy all envisioned retaining their 

own aviation elements. In addition, some in the Air Force took the extreme position that the 

Marine Corps and Navy had been rendered obsolete by nuclear weapons. Two issues were 

present: first, whether there should be a Marine Corps and Navy; and second, what types of 

aviation the services should have. Despite there being two points of friction, the main debate 

was over what aviation assets the Navy should have. 

Thus, in addition to establishing the roles and functions of the new USAF, someone needed 

to arbitrate the increasingly vicious fights among the services over which aviation functions 

would be organic to the Army, Marine Corps, and Navy, and which would go to the Air Force. 

In the early postwar years, the fight over aviation was almost entirely an Air Force–Navy affair, 

described by a New York Times reporter as “a brass-knuckle fight to the finish.” The Air Force–

Navy fight was exacerbated by the Air Force arguing that nuclear weapons had made the Marines 

and Navy obsolete:  

The chief issues in the struggle, in the Navy’s thinking, had been evident well 

before World War II. These arose over the Navy’s contention that it ought to 

have complete freedom to develop and use its aviation forces as it saw fit, pitted 

against the Air Force’s claims that all U.S. military air operations of any kind 

anywhere were the rightful and inherent responsibility of the Air Force constituted 

as a separate and independent service—plus the frequently stated Air Force 

conviction that the Navy was obsolete.12 

 
10 Vincent Davis, The Admirals Lobby, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1967, pp. 31–32. 
11 Davis, 1967, p. 32. 
12 Davis, 1966, p. 226. 
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The second new technology influencing the 1947 NSA was the invention and use of the 

atomic bomb. Nuclear weapons went so far beyond the destructive power of conventional 

weapons that they profoundly influenced early postwar thinking about the purpose of military 

forces and made clear that a surprise attack by a nuclear-armed adversary could devastate a 

nation in a matter of hours. Thus, the prewar strategy that maintained a small peacetime force 

and relied on wartime mobilization was clearly obsolete in the new nuclear era. Some military 

forces would have to maintain an unprecedented level of readiness.13 During the early postwar 

years the only means to deliver nuclear weapons was via USAF bombers. The USAF therefore 

became central to deterring a future war, and the survivability of the nuclear force quickly 

emerged as a major concern. The Air Force’s monopoly on nuclear-delivery capabilities afforded 

it an advantage over the other services in the fight for resources and led to a scramble by the 

Army, Marines, and Navy to ensure the relevance of their services in the nuclear era by acquiring 

the ability to deliver nuclear weapons.14 In addition, particularly nasty fights ensued among the 

services over the relative vulnerability of their forces to nuclear attack. Airmen and their 

supporters in Congress were quick to argue that nuclear weapons made naval forces extremely 

vulnerable. For example, Congressman Clarence Cannon argued that “one bomb, such as 

destroyed the city of Nagasaki, would prove equally effective in decimating any naval force 

that could be assembled.”15 

The interweaving of the unification debate, control of aviation assets, and the role of nuclear 

weapons (as both a threat and as a new capability) created a pressing need for legislation to 

establish the parameters for the new national security structure as well as the respective roles 

and functions of the four services.  

The National Security Act and Executive Order 9877: 1947 
Responding to the developments discussed above, President Harry S. Truman, from his first 

days in office, expressed his conviction that the national security and defense establishment was 

in need of an overhaul to reflect the new realities of the postwar order. In 1945 President Truman 

intended to enact legislation to unify the armed forces and create an independent air force but 

 
13 For the early views of senior airmen on the implications of nuclear weapons, see Vick, 2015b, pp. 57–63. For a 
naval perspective on USAF strategic bombing concepts and attitudes toward USN possession of nuclear weapons, 
see Barlow, 1998, pp. 105–130. 
14 One retired naval aviator who had commanded the 2nd Fleet argues that the ability to deliver nuclear weapons 
from aircraft carriers saved naval aviation. See Jerry Miller, Nuclear Weapons and Aircraft Carriers: How the Bomb 

Saved Naval Aviation, Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001. Similar concerns led the Army to 
pursue the development of battlefield nuclear weapons (that it could fire from large cannon and tactical missiles) and 
create the Pentomic Division, designed to survive and fight on future nuclear battlefields; see Bacevich, 1986; and 
Thomas G. Mahnken, Technology and the American Way of War Since 1945, New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2010, pp. 52–55. 
15 Clarence Cannon, quoted in Davis, 1966, p. 191. For more on the vulnerability debate and early Navy rebuttals, 
see Davis, 1966, pp. 190–198. 
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underestimated the degree of opposition that would ensue. The Navy was one of the most 

vociferous and unified objectors. 

Truman’s first year in office would witness several failed attempts at achieving military 

reforms by various actors. The JCS remained split on the issue of unification. They delivered a 

report to President Truman laying out their opposing views in October 1945. The Chiefs of Staff 

of the Army and the USAAF supported unification, while the two admirals did not.16 Throughout 

the year several committees—launched by different services—also attempted to study the 

unification problem and present various solutions. An Army effort led by LTG J. Lawton Collins 

recommended a unified approach including an independent air force.17 The same year, Secretary 

of the Navy James V. Forrestal asked his friend and policy adviser to the U.S. government, 

Ferdinand Eberstadt, to lead a committee exploring unification and produce a report. The 

Eberstadt Report, presented to Forrestal in 1945, provided an alternative to unification that 

would still attempt to improve coordination among the armed forces and larger national security 

enterprise. However, it was ultimately denounced by the Navy on account of its support for an 

independent air force.18  

Congress, too, would weigh in on the debate. In October 1945 two unification bills were 

introduced on Capitol Hill. However, as hearings dragged on late into the year without any 

resolution between Army and Navy representatives, President Truman stepped in. He sent a 

letter to Congress endorsing the reorganization of the armed services into a single department 

with three coordinated branches. Even with the President’s position made clear, the debates 

would continue. In an effort to obtain a unification bill acceptable to the Army and the Navy, a 

subcommittee of the Senate Military Affairs Committee was appointed in December 1946. 

After eight of the committee’s bills were rejected, a new one, the Thomas-Hill-Austin bill, was 

introduced the following April. It, too, was unanimously opposed by Navy representatives at all 

of the bill’s hearings.19  

By this time senior leadership—particularly, President Truman and service leaders—had 

become frustrated with the interminable fights over unification and whether there should be an 

independent air force. As a result, Truman charged MG Lauris Norstad and VADM Forrest P. 

Sherman to develop a compromise plan. Truman hoped that Norstad and Sherman could create a 

mutually acceptable approach to unification that would garner congressional approval.20 Norstad 

 
16 Navy leaders were especially suspicious of Army Air Force motivations, believing that airmen sought to take 
aviation away from the navy, reducing it “to a small auxiliary force”; Davis, 1967, p. 143. 
17 Warren A. Trest, Air Force Roles and Missions: A History. Washington D.C.: Air Force History and Museums 
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18 Douglas T. Stuart, ed., Organizing for National Security, Carlisle, Pa.: Army War College Strategic Studies 
Institute, 2000, p. 15. 
19 Harry S. Truman, Years of Trial and Hope, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Company, 1956, pp. 49–50.  
20 Trest, 1998, p. 113. 
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and Sherman eventually crafted a document in the form of a draft executive order for Secretary 

of the Navy James Forrestal and Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson. The two secretaries 

forwarded the draft of what would eventually become EO 9877 to President Truman in 

January 1947. However, the Norstad and Sherman document—soon termed the “functions 

paper”—was inadequate in an important regard. It offered no clear guidance on how the services 

should handle overlap. Issues of duplication and coordination were dependent on voluntary 

cooperation.21  

While the EO language was drafted and sent to the President in January 1947, the subsequent 

NSA was not passed until July 1947. This delay produced unintended consequences. Between 

the drafting of the order in January and its issuance in July, the Navy’s supporters in Congress 

had worked provisions into the NSA guaranteeing the continued independence of naval aviation 

and a permanent role for the Marine Corps in land warfare.22 Inconsistencies between the NSA 

and the EO spurred more interservice fighting. The Navy and Marine Corps favored the NSA 

language over that in the EO. The EO required that the Navy coordinate all air functions with the 

Air Force, whereas the NSA granted the Navy more freedom over its organic aviation capabilities. 

Due to the discrepancies in roles and missions and overall ambiguity between EO 9877 and the 

NSA, the services were able to use whichever interpretation suited their interests. Conflicts over 

Air Force and Navy roles and missions therefore continued.  

The 1947 NSA established three independent military departments—the DAF, the Department 

of the Army, and the DoN—under the NME, led by a civilian Secretary of Defense. Under the 

NSA, the secretary had the responsibility to “eliminate unnecessary duplication or overlapping” 

among the services in several fields: “procurement, supply, transportation, storage, health, and 

research.”23 The NSA further outlined that the Army and Navy could both retain organic aviation 

capabilities. The Navy, based on the NSA language, retained organic aviation to “include land-

based naval aviation, air transport essential for naval operations.”24 The ability to maintain its 

organic aviation capabilities and land-based aviation afforded the Navy much of the latitude it 

sought regarding airpower. The Air Force received vague authorities from the NSA: “In general 

the United States Air Force shall include aviation forces both combat and service not otherwise 

assigned.”25  

By contrast, the EO employed somewhat more restrictive language. As EO 9877 states, “In 

general the United States Air Force shall include aviation forces both combat and service not 

otherwise assigned. It shall be organized, trained, and equipped primarily for prompt and 

sustained offensive and defensive air operations.” Similarly, the Navy balked when reading the 

 
21 Rearden, 1984, pp. 391–92. 
22 Rearden, 1984, p. 392. 
23 Public Law 253-758, National Security Act of 1947, Sec. 202, Secretary of Defense, July 26, 1947. 
24 Public Law 253-758, National Security Act of 1947, Sec. 206, U.S. Department of the Navy, July 26, 1947. 
25 Public Law 253-758, National Security Act of 1947, Sec. 208, United States Air Force, July 26, 1947. 
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EO, which stipulated, “The air aspects of those functions [of the Navy] shall be coordinated with 

the Air Force, including the development and procurement of aircraft, and air installations 

located on shore, and use shall be made of Air Force personnel, equipment, and facilities in all 

cases.”26 This guidance contrasted with the NSA, which granted the Navy more autonomy over 

its aviation capabilities.  

Notably, EO 9877 also contributed to the ongoing debate over the use of nuclear weapons. 

Under the functions assigned to the Air Force, the order stated that the Air Force was responsible 

for organizing, training, and equipping forces for “The strategic air force of the United States and 

strategic air reconnaissance.”27 The EO explicitly mentioned the strategic air mission in relation 

to the Air Force, whereas the NSA did not. As a result, the dispute would continue to fester until 

the subsequent Newport Conference the following year.  

In sum, while the NSA of 1947 included general guidance for service roles and missions, 

EO 9877—essentially drafted by the War and Navy Departments—provided further specificity 

on the issue that was not entirely in line with the NSA. These discrepancies between the 

documents escalated tensions. The services pushed for immediate clarifications. In an effort to 

negotiate a compromise, Secretary Forrestal convened his service chiefs in Key West, Florida, 

in March 1948.28  

The Key West Agreement: 1948 
The impasse between the Air Force and the Navy over the interpretation of the roles and 

missions laid out in the 1947 NSA and the EO displeased Congress. In 1948 its Aviation Policy 

Board, chaired by Sen. Owen Brewster, declined to make any recommendations regarding the air 

requirements of either service. It further called for “immediate clarification” of the ambiguity 

between the act and the EO and warned that “unyielding adherence to service loyalties at the 

expense of national security is a luxury the nation can no longer afford.”29 It was in this heated 

context that Secretary Forrestal convened the service chiefs at Key West on March 11–12, 1948. 

Their collective objective was to draft roles and missions language that all the services could 

agree to. 

The 1948 Key West Conference concluded with a draft functions paper that replaced the 

controversial EO 9877. The new roles and missions paper, “Functions of the Armed Forces and 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” established primary and collateral functions for each service, attempting 

to further avoid mission overlap and encourage cooperation. Primary responsibilities referred to 

 
26 Harry S. Truman, Executive Order 9877, Functions of the Armed Forces, June 6, 1947. 
27 Truman, 1947. 
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Center for New American Security, January 2014. 
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those assigned to a single service. Collateral responsibilities included functions in support of 

another service. Table A.1 shows service primary and collateral functions according to the Key 

West Agreement. 

Table A.1. Primary and Collateral Functions 

Service Primary Collateral 
Air Force • OT&E forces for sustained combat air operations 

• Develop joint doctrines and procedures and provide 
forces, facilities, and equipment for the defense of 
the United States against air attack 

• Responsible for strategic air warfare 
• Provide air support to the Army for air lift, support, 

resupply or airborne operations, aerial photography, 
tactical reconnaissance, and interdiction 

• Provide air transport for armed forces 
• Provide forces for land-based air defense 
• With other services, develop doctrines, procedures, 

and equipment for air defense from land areas 

• Interdict enemy land and airpower 
and communications through 
operation at sea 

• Conduct CAS for land operations 
• Furnish aerial photography for 

cartographic purposes 
• Be prepared to participate in the 

overall air effort as directed by 
the JCS 

Army • OT&E Army forces for sustained land combat 
• OT&E AAA units 
• With other services, provide forces for joint 

amphibious operations 
• With other services, develop tactics, techniques, and 

equipment for amphibious operations 
• Provide forces for defense against air attack 
• Provide air support for the Panama Canal, river and 

harbor projects in the United States, and other civil 
activities prescribed by law 

• Interdict enemy sea and airpower 
and communications through 
operations on or from land 

• Provide forces and equipment for 
and to conduct controlled mine field 
operations 

Navy/Marine 
Corps 

• OT&E forces to conduct sustained operations at sea, 
including operations of sea-based aircraft and their 
land-based naval air components 

• Conduct air operations as necessary for the 
accomplishment of objectives in a naval campaign 

• With other services, organize and equip forces to 
conduct joint amphibious operations 

• Provide air transport essential for naval operations 
• Provide sea-based air defense 
• Maintain the USMC, which shall include land combat 

and service forces and such aviation as may be 
organic therein 

• Interdict enemy land and airpower 
and communications through 
operation at sea 

• Conduct CAS for land operations 
• Furnish aerial photography for 

cartographic purposes 
• Be prepared to participate in the 

overall air effort as directed by 
the JCS 

SOURCE: White House, “Functions of the Armed Forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” Washington, D.C., April 12, 
1948, in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Washington, 
D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987, pp.154–166. 
 

The intention of identifying secondary or collateral responsibilities was to avoid cutting 

services out of functions they desired. Forrestal envisioned that any duplication or disagreement 

created as a result of the collateral responsibilities would be solved on the joint level. 

As a compromise document between the services, the Key West functions paper was 

intentionally vague allowing for wide interpretation in various areas. The paper codified that the 

Air Force was responsible for the air domain, the Army for the land, and the Navy for the sea. 

Beyond these basic distinctions the document emerging from the conference did not provide 
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additional specifics to adjudicate many long-standing roles and missions disagreements. It would 

become clear in subsequent years that the addition of secondary or supporting functions would 

serve to further confuse matters as new overlapping responsibilities provided fertile ground for 

interservice rows. However, the agreement did shed light on the division of labor for the strategic 

air mission: it designated strategic air warfare as a primary function of the Air Force. In return, 

the Navy was not restricted from acquiring and maintaining an organic air component. It 

preserved a collateral function to participate in the overall air mission. Although the Key West 

Agreement helped reduce some frictions over aviation, it failed to specifically clarify which 

services would be allowed to deliver nuclear weapons by air.30 

While the Key West Conference is rightfully credited as the foundational event in the 

U.S. military’s roles and missions story, the document left much room for additional clarification 

and continued interservice fighting. What it failed to specify is arguably as important as the 

guidance it did set forth. Resolution of these gaps would be decades in the making.  

The Newport Conference: 1948 
The Key West Conference was intended to be a breakthrough moment for service roles and 

missions, but its success proved short-lived.31 As noted, the Key West document remained 

ambiguous on various issues of concern to the respective services. One of the outstanding 

debates concerned which service had primacy for nuclear weapons. In fact, the agreement was 

but a few days old when the Air Force–Navy dispute over nuclear weapons erupted again over a 

USAF request to “be named executive agent for the Armed Forces Special Weapons Project 

which handle and assembled nuclear weapons.” The Navy saw this request as an attempt to 

prevent it from acquiring nuclear weapons in support of its primary functions.32 In 1948, the Air 

Force controlled the delivery of nuclear weapons because only a large bomber aircraft could 

carry the bulky, heavy atomic bombs of the era. However, the Navy argued that it could not carry 

out its assigned missions without atomic weapons, pointing to Key West language as evidence.33 

The Navy feared a complete loss of its role in the atomic mission to the Air Force. For its part, 

the Army found a point of agreement with the Navy in that the Air Force should not retain sole 

control of the atomic mission.  

Much was at stake. World War II had demonstrated the paramount role this weapon would 

play in future war. Both the Army and Navy feared irrelevance if they lacked nuclear capabilities, 

 
30 Thornhill, 2019, pp. 132–133. 
31 Thornhill, 2019, p. 133. 
32 “Newport Agreement, August 21, 1948,” in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic Documents 

on Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987, p. 179. 
33 The Navy was feverishly working to develop an aircraft capable of carrying atomic bombs that could operate 
from an aircraft carrier. See Rearden, 1984, p. 398. 
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leading to somewhat desperate efforts by the Navy to find a way to fly large-wingspan, nuclear-

capable aircraft off aircraft carriers.34  

In an effort to resolve the dispute, Secretary Forrestal asked retired officers GEN Carl A. 

Spaatz and ADM John H. Towers to provide an independent assessment of strategic bombing 

missions and the application of Key West language to this issue area. Ultimately, Spaatz and 

Towers deemed the Key West Agreement sufficient in its guidance but admitted that there was 

room for various interpretations.35 As the struggle over C2 of atomic weapons continued, 

Forrestal pushed the issue to the JCS, arguing that the service chiefs rather than the Secretary of 

Defense should decide which service should operate which system. He also considered adopting 

a measure to transfer custody of atomic weapons to a military agency created in 1947 called the 

Armed Forces Special Weapons Project.36 But the services and their respective chiefs were in 

stark disagreement over this proposal. The Air Force maintained that because the Key West 

Agreement afforded it primary responsibility for strategic bombing it should enjoy executive 

agency status over any U.S. agency or organization tasked with the custody of atomic weapons. 

ADM William D. Leahy, the Navy chief, protested that the JCS was overstepping in designating 

an executive agent for nuclear weapons as only the President could authorize their use.  

To work through the impasse, Forrestal suggested a secret meeting on July 19, 1948, with the 

service secretaries. That effort proved futile, prompting another Key West–like conference. The 

Secretary of Defense would again convene his service chiefs in August 1948. The venue was 

the U.S. Naval War College at Newport, Rhode Island. The Newport Conference resulted in 

two roles and missions outcomes. The first came with a clarification on strategic bombing: the 

service chiefs agreed that the Air Force would retain strategic bombing as its primary mission. 

The Air Force agreed that it would not exclude the Navy from either acquiring atomic weapons 

or participating in operational planning. In return, the Navy approved the Air Force becoming an 

interim executive agent of the Armed Forces Special Weapons Project pending a reexamination 

of the atomic energy defense structure. As one naval historian argues, “The Newport meetings 

marked a major concession on the part of the Air Force in acknowledging that the Navy had a 

right to the use of atomic weapons and a role to play in assisting the Air Force in the conduct of 

the strategic air offensive.”37 The second agreement sought “to preclude later disagreement over 

roles and missions which would arise over the introduction of new weapons. This agreement 

 
34 These issues came to a head a year later in what became known as the Admiral’s Revolt, a highly public and 
fierce dispute between Air Force and Navy leaders over the vulnerability of ships to nuclear attack and, more 
broadly, the relative role of naval and airpower in future conflicts; see Davis, 1967, pp. 240–270.  
35 “Newport Agreement, August 21, 1948,” p. 179. 
36 The Armed Forces Special Weapons Project was an interservice training and support organization with the 
responsibility for the handling and assembly of nuclear weapons. See Rearden, 1984, p. 398. 
37 Barlow, 1998, p. 130. 
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helped establish a Weapons Systems Evaluation Group, reporting to the JCS and providing 

impartial technical evaluations of modern weapons.”38 

The Newport Agreement did give the Navy the authority that it sought to develop and deploy 

nuclear weapons at sea, but the Air Force–Navy animosity was so great at this point that the 

agreement was unable to prevent the two services from engaging in yet another public and nasty 

dispute over nuclear weapons just a year later. This time the issue was the Navy’s desire to build 

a supercarrier large enough to launch aircraft capable of carrying the (large, bulky, and heavy) 

early generations of nuclear weapons. The USAF viewed the supercarrier as redundant with 

USAF nuclear strike capabilities. The USN responded to USAF criticisms of the supercarrier 

with attacks on the new USAF B-36 bomber. In 1949 the RMF debate over nuclear weapons 

would become public and dominate congressional hearings.  

The B-36 Versus Supercarrier Debate 
The B-36 versus supercarrier debate demonstrates that early roles and missions debates often 

reflected a competition among service narratives. Though the Key West Agreement gave the Air 

Force primary responsibility for strategic bombing, as noted in the Newport Agreement, disputes 

over naval atomic capabilities continued. The Navy was persistent in stating its need to develop a 

supercarrier that could land and launch aircraft armed with atomic weapons, arguing that a ship 

able to carry these aircraft was essential to it performing its primary missions. In response, the 

Air Force argued that the naval effort to develop a supercarrier was a clear duplication of the 

strategic bombing mission and capabilities it already provided. When President Truman (with the 

full support of Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson) canceled the supercarrier program in 

1949, the Secretary of the Navy resigned in protest. The B-36 versus supercarrier issue was 

ultimately resolved when Congress supported the cancellation of the supercarrier, endorsing 

the B-36, and Secretary of Defense Johnson fired the Chief of Naval Operations.39 The B-36 

congressional hearings beginning in August 1949 brought this debate over roles and missions to 

a public venue.40 

While the dispute began during Secretary Forrestal’s time in office, it erupted in Secretary 

Johnson’s initial months as Secretary of Defense, when he asked GEN Dwight D. Eisenhower 

and the JCS to review the supercarrier. Given the supercarrier’s high cost of roughly $190 million, 

Johnson sought additional insight into the feasibility and utility of this acquisition. Naval and 

Air Force leaders argued over the technical prowess of the supercarrier and its role in military 

operations. Ultimately, GEN Eisenhower suggested that Secretary Johnson cancel the supercarrier 
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project. On April 23, 1949, after consulting with President Truman, Johnson canceled the 

supercarrier, evoking significant backlash from Navy leaders. In response to the cancellation and 

Johnson’s failure to discuss the decision with either Secretary of the Navy John L. Sullivan or 

ADM Louis E. Denfeld, Sullivan resigned from his position on April 26.41  

After Johnson canceled the supercarrier program the Navy did not accept his decision 

outright. Organizations within the Navy—specifically, Op-23—endeavored to stress key benefits 

of the supercarrier while also attempting to highlight shortcomings within the B-36 program.42 

However, although the Navy provided evidence of B-36 technical issues, it was a civil servant in 

the Navy, Cedric Worth, who captured congressional attention and directed it to the B-36 

program.43 Worth wrote an anonymous report elaborating a supposed history of corruption 

surrounding the B-36 contracts. Congress took notice of this report and the HASC called for a 

congressional investigation into the B-36 program. The subsequent hearings document this 

investigation and associated testimony.44 

The hearings proceeded in two parts. The first session found no evidence to support the 

allegations of corruption in the B-36 program; the second investigated the technical capabilities 

of both the supercarrier and the B-36. The first round of hearings took place August 9–25 and 

the second October 5–21, 1949.45 After the first hearing ended in August 1949, CAPT John 

Crommelin of the Navy invited several news outlets to his home and provided a set of statements 

to air his concerns and grievances regarding the B-36 versus supercarrier controversy.46 In 

September 1949 Crommelin issued a statement claiming that the Air Force and Army were 

trying to usurp “civilian control of the military establishment.” Crommelin’s statements 

demonstrate the degree that this issue touched on the identity and health of the services 

themselves. Crommelin also noted that Air Force and Army senior leaders wanted to “destroy 

naval aviation in order to tighten their own control over the military establishment.”47 Later in 

the hearings, ADM Arthur W. Radford took Crommelin’s statement one step further: “I don’t 

think the Air Force is trying to take over the naval air arm: I think they are trying to eliminate 

it.”48 At stake were service identities and livelihoods.  

 
41 Rearden, 1984, pp. 411–412. 
42 Op-23 was a Navy research and policy unit situated under the Deputy Chief of Naval Operations. For more 
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The second hearing in October 1949 consisted of Navy witnesses who focused on the 

technical deficiencies of the B-36 while also trying to undermine the mission of strategic 

bombing. The new Secretary of the Navy, Francis Matthews, urged the Navy witnesses to 

avoid jabbing at the B-36 and bringing up complaints over unification. It appears he was trying 

to temper the Navy witnesses, a strategy that backfired.49 The first Navy witness, ADM Arthur W. 

Radford, testified that atomic weapons would not provide the deterrence many suggested and 

that the B-36 was likely not the best capability for their use. Further, Radford argued that if after 

“careful study” the atomic blitz still became U.S. policy, a weapon more efficient than the B-36 

must exist—or could be procured—to perform the atomic blitz mission.50  

The Navy technical experts testified that not only was the B-36 wrought with vulnerabilities, 

but the supercarrier would provide a more efficient and effective option. Many of the media 

articles covering the hearings suggest a secondary, or perhaps primary, debate occurring within 

the Navy itself. The disparate views among the Navy civilian and military leadership were 

apparent to all watching the hearings. While Secretary of the Navy Matthews aligned with 

Secretary of Defense Johnson and offered more subdued arguments in favor of the Navy and 

unification, the Navy’s military leadership presented fervent arguments to undermine both the  

B-36 and strategic bombing.51 Matthews, who was the first Navy witness, testified that the 

ongoing dispute was primarily due to rebels in the Navy who had always opposed unification.52 

Matthews would also describe the Navy oppositionists as insubordinate and guilty.53 

During the congressional testimony, the Navy also argued that aerial bombardment with 

nuclear weapons was not a viable strategic military concept. The Air Force and Navy were 

essentially fighting over competing visions of future warfare and the associated roles and 

missions inherent to each. Both services fully appreciated that DoD decisions on the strategy 

of strategic bombing would largely dictate the respective roles and missions of the services. 

Radford argued that while strategic bombing, which he called the atomic blitz theory, may be 

necessary, it was insufficient to win a war.54 Many of the Navy complaints stemmed from the 

allocation of $1B toward the B-36 program and a subsequent reduction in naval aviation funding. 

According to Navy critics, the reallocation was directed toward a capability that would be 
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ineffective against the Soviet Union.55 After the Navy witnesses had concluded their arguments 

in the hearing, the HASC remained largely in favor of the B-36, despite the Navy’s best efforts.56 

In response, Secretary of the Air Force Stuart Symington and the CSAF, Gen Hoyt 

Vandenberg, stressed the technical capabilities of the B-36 and rejected the notion of rife 

vulnerability put forth by the Navy. Secretary Symington dismissed Navy “atomic blitz theory” 

arguments as false.57 In this way, the Air Force leadership attempted to undermine the conceptual 

and technical arguments of the Navy. Further, General Vandenberg spoke to the strategic air 

mission, stating that land-based long-range bombers equipped with nuclear weapons did provide 

deterrent value and that the B-36 was well-suited to fulfill this mission. GEN Omar Bradley, the 

CJCS, also testified in line with Air Force supporters to conclude that while the B-36 may have 

had vulnerabilities, it was the best option and provided benefit for the U.S. military and national 

security more broadly. While the hearings ended on October 21, 1949, it was not until March 1, 

1950, that the HASC released its final report on the B-36 program.  

In sum, these hearings focused on the issue of unification, the strategic air mission, and 

funding for both the Air Force and Navy. The hearings and final report did not resolve the 

underpinning roles and mission tensions that precipitated the dispute, but they did offer a public 

forum for senior leaders to air grievances.58 The hearings were, however, decisive in several 

ways. They disproved the B-36 program corruption accusations, concurred in the cancellation of 

the supercarrier, and supported continuation of the B-36 program. More important, the hearings 

made the USAF the de facto lead service in the nuclear mission, while also not precluding the 

Navy from the mission.  

The National Security Act Amendment: 1949 
Amid the ongoing roles and missions interservice disputes, the larger defense establishment 

and its primary leader, Secretary Forrestal, began to reconsider the structure set in place by the 

1947 NSA. Forrestal questioned the merit of the NSA, as it restricted his civilian powers to 

implement policy and organizational changes to the NME. He had several objections. First, the 

defense apparatus was considered an establishment rather than an executive department. Second, 

the Secretary of Defense was not given a support staff. Furthermore, Forrestal felt that the 

authority given the Secretary of Defense by the NSA was limited to guidance and oversight, 

which prevented him from functioning as the senior leader of the department. Instead, the 
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organization resembled something more horizontal in function rather than hierarchical. The 

result was largely autonomous services.59  

The existing bodies established by the 1947 NSA were not able to quell the ongoing 

interservice disputes regarding capabilities, missions, and—most important—funding. In 1948 

Forrestal wrote a letter to President Truman outlining six changes he identified as needing reform 

within the NSA.60 He also testified in front of the Eberstadt Task Force, which was created by 

the Hoover Commission on May 21, 1948, to argue for the need to expand the Secretary of 

Defense’s power through an amendment to the NSA. The task force made six recommendations 

to strengthen the central authority of the NME; these recommendations included increasing the 

Secretary of Defense’s authorities over the budget and the military departments. Additionally, 

the task force outlined some ways to support the Secretary of Defense, which included providing 

him a more robust staff (an under secretary and three assistant secretaries) and full authority over 

the defense department.61  

Roughly a year later, Truman sent a set of recommendations to Congress to amend the 1947 

NSA. In Truman’s letter he reflected on his initial push for unification in 1945, what had ensued 

over the last four years, and the recommendations put forth by the Eberstadt Task Force, the 

Hoover Commission, and the Secretary of Defense. Ultimately Truman emphasized the need for 

unification among the services, highlighting the decentralization inherent in the 1947 NSA as a 

weakness. Further, he concluded that the 1947 NSA did not give the Secretary of Defense 

enough authority to “meet his responsibility.” In his letter Truman focused his recommendations 

on two key elements, recommending “that the National Security Act be amended to accomplish 

two basic purposes: first, to convert the NME into an Executive Department of the Government, 

to be known as DoD; and, second, to provide the Secretary of Defense with appropriate 

responsibility and authority, and with civilian and military assistance adequate to fulfill his 

enlarged responsibility.”62 The subsequent congressional amendment that would become law did 

not perfectly align with the recommendations sent by Truman in March 1949, but it was largely 

consistent with many of them. After deliberations and hearings within Congress, the amendment 

was signed into law on August 10, 1949.63  
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The 1949 NSA implemented several organizational reforms to the defense establishment. 

The amendment itself changed the NME to DoD and elevated the organization to an executive 

department. It also redesignated the Air Force, Army, and Navy as military departments rather 

than executive departments under the 1947 NSA. Further, the Secretary of Defense was given 

legal authorities to lead DoD. Section 202 of the amendment states, “Under this direction of the 

President, and subject to provisions of this act, he [the Secretary of Defense] shall have direct 

authority, and control over the Department of Defense.” The amendment also revamped the 

relationship between the military departments and the Secretary of Defense, noting, “The 

Departments of the Army, Navy, and Air Force shall be separately administered by their 

respective secretaries under the direction, authority, and control of the Secretary of Defense.”64 

As reflected by these changes, the 1949 amendment emphasized unifying the services and 

granting the Secretary of Defense more control over the department.  

After the B-36 hearings and the NSA in 1949, DoD leaders still harbored plans for 

organizational reform; however, the onset of the Korean War halted these initiatives. The war 

provided an increase in funding to the services and encouraged interservice cooperation to meet 

wartime demands. These factors, while not exclusive, contributed to a reduction in tension that 

soon reemerged after the war ended in 1953.65 The next section explores DoD organizational 

reform efforts throughout the 1950s.  

The Eisenhower Administration: 1950s 
The administration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower began in January 1953, six months 

before the Korean War Armistice was signed. During his presidential campaign Eisenhower, 

the former five-star general and first Supreme Allied Commander Europe, had criticized the 

department and called for greater unification and enhanced civilian control of the military 

establishment. In February 1953 Eisenhower’s new secretary of Defense, Charles E. Wilson, 

appointed a committee headed by Nelson A. Rockefeller to review DoD organization.  

The Rockefeller Committee submitted its report to Secretary Wilson in April 1953. It listed 

four “compelling” objectives that current organizations and procedures prevented DoD from 

attaining in full. The first two of these were (1) the lines of authority and responsibility within 

the department must be made clear and unmistakable, and (2) the Secretary of Defense must be 

able to clarify the roles and missions of the services.66 As relates to both of these objectives, 

the report specially called out the JCS. “The members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” the report 

noted, “although they are also the military chiefs of their services, must rise above the 
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particular views of their respective services and provide the Secretary of Defense with 

advice which is based on the broader conception of the national interest.” The committee 

recommended clarifying and enhancing the role of the Secretary of Defense. It further 

suggested placing the service secretaries in the chain of command to the unified commands 

to prevent the service chiefs from bypassing their respective secretaries in dealing with the 

unified commands.67  

Secretary Wilson approved the report and submitted it to the President. Upon its receipt, 

Eisenhower sent to Congress a message outlining his recommended changes for DoD and 

formally submitted Reorganization Plan No. 6, which incorporated much of the Rockefeller 

Committee’s recommendations. The plan became law on June 30, 1953. It increased the number 

of Assistant Secretaries of Defense from three to nine and abolished various boards—assigning 

their functions to the secretary. It further conferred on the Chairman management of the Joint 

Staff and approval of the selection of its members. Notably, the plan also placed the service 

secretaries within the operational chain of command—a feature designed by Eisenhower to 

increase civilian control.68  

Reorganization Plan No. 6 greatly enhanced the role of the Secretary of Defense and civilian 

control. In fact, in his message to Congress, the President would emphasize the point: “No 

function in any part of the Department of Defense, or in any of its component agencies, should 

be performed independent of the direction, authority, and control of the Secretary of Defense.” 

Eisenhower further clarified that the secretary, with his approval, would revise the Key West 

Agreement such that a designated military department would serve as the executive agent for 

each of the unified commands. Under this revised arrangement “the channel of responsibility and 

authority to a commander of a unified command will unmistakably be from the President to the 

Secretary of Defense to the designated civilian Secretary of a military department.”69  

While the 1953 reorganization plan did much to clarify the chain of command and increase 

civilian control over the military, it did not fully address the scope of Eisenhower’s ambitions 

for DoD reform.70 Of particular concern to the President were the inability of the JCS to reach 

consensus on major problems, the inability of the defense establishment structure to achieve 
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unity, and interservice frictions.71 Matters were only compounded by the Soviet launch of the 

Sputnik satellite in October 1957, setting off a torrent of criticism related to technology budgets 

and DoD.72 The organization of the U.S. defense establishment was now a major public issue, 

and by 1958 it would top Eisenhower’s priorities. In his State of the Union Address of the same 

year he would lay out eight lines of action as “imperative.” Chief among them was defense 

reorganization. The president bemoaned “the never-ending problem of efficient organization, 

complicated as it is by new weapons,” not all of which neatly fit into “any existing service 

pattern.” He also affirmed his frustrations with tensions spanning the services: “I am not 

attempting today to pass judgement on the charge of harmful service rivalries. But one thing is 

sure. Whatever they are, America wants them stopped.”73 Eisenhower noted that he would soon 

propose executive action to redress these issues. 

By now very much at the forefront of the debate, Eisenhower elaborated his vision for DoD 

reform in a letter to Congress on April 3, 1958. It first set forth the reasoning for the changes he 

proposed, noting the “separate ground, sea and air warfare is gone forever. If ever again we 

should be involved in war, we will fight it in all elements, with all services, as one single 

concentrated effort. Peacetime preparatory and organizational activity must conform to this fact.” 

Among his six broad objectives were organizing the fighting forces of the military into operational 

commands “that are truly unified,” clarifying the command channels such that orders flowed 

directly from the President and Secretary of Defense directly to the unified commands, and 

removing all doubts as to the full authority of the Secretary of Defense.74 The President’s 

message provoked a mixed response in Congress, although some did not hesitate to criticize it 

harshly. The services were split, with the Air Force and Army in general support of the plan 

while the Marine Corps and Navy objected.  

Passing any DoD reform legislation in 1958 would not be easy. After no fewer than seven 

drafts, Eisenhower submitted his proposed bill to Congress in mid-April. It would take more than 

three months for the legislation to work its way through the House of Representatives and Senate 

before officially becoming law. These months were punctuated with both congressional and 

public debate over the bill; both houses of Congress proposed changes to Eisenhower’s original 
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proposal.75 Criticism was at times harsh and lobbying efforts intense by those both in support and 

against the legislation. The chairman of the HASC, Rep. Carl Vinson, derisively described the 

bill as tending toward a “Prussian-type supreme command” and suggested it was an invitation for 

a military coup. The JCS could not come to agreement on the bill. The Association of the United 

States Army and the Air Force Association favored the legislation; The Navy League opposed it, 

and a former Marine Corps commandant recommended its wholesale rejection.76  

After months of debate and some compromise, Congress enacted the Department of Defense 

Reorganization Act of 1958, officially amending the NSA of 1947. The act significantly 

strengthened the powers of the Secretary of Defense at the expense of the service secretaries. 

The operational chain of command now bypassed the service secretaries, running from the 

President directly to the Secretary of Defense, and through the JCS to unified and specified 

commands. The law further called for a single DoD including three military departments, “to be 

separately organized.”77 The intent of the new law was to establish a clear line of command from 

the President through the Secretary, with the JCS as the secretary’s operational staff. While the 

commanders of unified and specified commands were empowered to carry out assigned missions 

and delegated full operational command over the forces assigned to them, the responsibility for 

the administration of these forces remained with the services.78  

Failed Efforts: The Kennedy, Nixon, and Carter Administrations 
After President Eisenhower’s efforts to revamp the military establishment, subsequent 

administrations—those of Presidents John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon, and Jimmy Carter—

would endeavor to study the problem in anticipation of possible reform. Eisenhower’s reforms 

had not produced the unified command he had envisioned. Moreover, they had not brought an 

end to the interservice rivalries he so detested. The next three decades would also demonstrate 

flaws in the service-dominated structure of the military, negatively affecting operational 

missions. All of these factors would contribute to a growing sense that more reformers were 

required. However, for various reasons, such reforms proved elusive. This brief section catalogs 
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these efforts, describes commonalities among the recommendations proffered, and notes why 

proposed changes failed to effect meaningful reforms. While the long Cold War era between the 

late 1950s and the early 1980s witnessed no major overhauls to U.S. defense organization, this 

was not for lack of interest or intent to do so across several presidential administrations.  

Even before becoming president, Senator Kennedy commissioned an advisory committee on 

defense organization to be chaired by Sen. Stuart Symington of Missouri (who had served as the 

first Secretary of the Air Force between 1947 and 1950). The committee, appointed in 

September 1960, made an extensive review of the proposals from prior congressional 

committees and private study groups on possible changes to the defense establishment. The 

committee’s report noted that the existing structure of DoD was still patterned primary on a 

design conceived in “light of lessons learned in World War II, which are now largely obsolete.”79 

It further emphasized that, in spite of partial reorganizations to DoD in the past decade, no 

fundamental change to the scheme of organization of the armed forces had transpired since 1947.  

In modernizing DoD, the report identified three major objectives—one of which is worth 

highlighting.80 Not unlike previous efforts, Symington’s committee found that the services 

enjoyed an excessive role at the expense of the Joint Staff, noting that  

the predominance of service influence in the formulation of defense planning and 

the performance of military missions must be corrected. At present, defense 

planning represents at best a series of compromised positions among the military 

services. Action by the Joint Chiefs of Staff takes place, if at all, only after 

prolonged debate coordination and negotiations between the staffs of the three 

service Chiefs in preparing them to represent the points of view of their services 

in the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
81

  

The Joint Staff’s inability to effectively develop clear military judgments and advice to the 

President would persist unless the degree of influence “exercised by separate service thinking” 

was sharply reduced.82 

Among the report’s more radical recommendations for departmental reorganization was the 

elimination of the departmental structures of the Air Force, Army, and Navy, inclusive of their 

respective secretaries as well as under secretaries and assistant secretaries—15 in total. Each 
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service would have a chief (not part of the Joint Staff) who reported directly to the Secretary of 

Defense. In addition to centralizing powers in the OSD, the plan provided that all appropriations 

would be made to the OSD rather than to the services themselves.83 The committee also espoused 

reconstituting the CJCS as the principle military adviser to the President and Secretary of 

Defense—that is, replacing the JCS with a single CJCS.84 Essentially the report called for 

centralizing power in the Secretary of Defense and consolidating combat forces in four unified 

commands, all of which would report directly to the new CJCS: a Strategic Command, 

responsible for all strategic missions; a Tactical Command, responsible for all limited and 

conventional defense missions; a Defense Command, responsible for continental defense; and 

regional or area commands.85  

Such sweeping reform proposals were predictably met with criticism and resistance. The plan 

aimed to uproot too many established constituencies in one broad stroke. That they would sit idly 

by was inconceivable. The Army cautioned against new changes to the department; and the 

Navy expressed its sharp disapproval of the project.86 Moreover, the proposals lacked sufficient 

support in Congress, and critically among members of the Armed Services Committees.87 The 

plan, ambitious as it was, stood no chance of effecting any meaningful legislation. President 

Kennedy noncommittally noted that he would take it under advisement, and it went no further. 

Rejecting radical organizational changes, the new Secretary of Defense, Robert S. McNamara, 

also had his own management reforms in mind for addressing the Pentagon’s organizational 

issues.88 Moreover, he believed the powers vested in him under the 1958 act were sufficient to 

bring about the changes he sought.89 

During the Kennedy administration (and thereafter), events would eventually conspire 

against any serious organizational reform of the defense establishment and its ability to provide 

sound military advice to the President—ironically revealing that change was needed. The first, 

coming early in Kennedy’s tenure, was the failed Bay of Pigs Invasion in April 1961. The JCS 

conducted a review of the CIA’s plans for the U.S.-sponsored landing in Cuba. In fact, the Chief 
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of Naval Operations, ADM Arleigh Burke, assured Kennedy that “the plan is good.”90 The 

disaster that ensued left the President dismayed with his military advisers. Historian and special 

assistant to the President, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., would later say of the President’s frustration, 

“My impression is that, among these advisers, the Joint Chiefs had disappointed him most for 

their cursory review of the military plans.”91 The creeping U.S. military involvement into the 

Vietnam War, begun under President Kennedy, would preoccupy DoD’s leadership for the better 

part of a decade; it also distracted them from any efforts at reorganization. And the war would 

further erode confidence in the U.S. military’s capacity to produce sound advice.  

After Eisenhower and Kennedy, it was customary for incoming administrations to announce 

a review of the organization and functioning of the defense establishment. The seizure of the 

USS Pueblo in 1968, an intelligence gathering ship, by the North Koreans and the inability of the 

Americans to respond swiftly to the incident contributed to uncertainty regarding U.S. command 

arrangements. And so it was that in July 1969 President Richard Nixon commissioned the Blue 

Ribbon Defense Panel for just such an effort. Like that of panels preceding it, the primary 

purpose of study was to make recommendations on the “organization and management of the 

Department of Defense, including the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Defense Agencies and the 

Military Services, as it affects the Department’s mission performance.”92 The panel, consisting 

of 16 business, professional, and academic leaders, issued its 237-page report after approximately 

one year of study.93  

The panel’s findings were not dissimilar to those of previous studies. Of note, it warned that 

the President and the Secretary of Defense lacked the opportunity to consider all viable options 

and background for making decisions on account of differences of opinion being submerged at 

lower levels of DoD and excessive layers of military and civilian staffs. Notably, it described the 

staffing arrangement for military operations through the JCS and the military departments as 

“awkward and unresponsive” because it offered a forum for “inter-Service conflicts to be 

injected into the decisionmaking process for military operations.” It further bemoaned the 

inability of the JCS to perform its statutory role as the principal military adviser to the President 

and Secretary of Defense. It also highlighted deficiencies in the existing COCOM structure, 

judging it excessively layered with service component headquarters, “unwieldy and unworkable 
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in crisis, and too fragmented to provide the best potential for coordinated response to a general 

war situation.”94 

The recommendations the panel made (113 in all) were nearly as radical as those of the 

Symington Report and related in some ways.95 The recommendations sought to increase the 

direct control of the Secretary of Defense over the broader DoD enterprise at the expense of 

the JCS and the services (but not the service secretaries and the military departments). The report 

also proposed organizing all forces into three unified commands: Logistics Command, Strategic 

Command, and Tactical Command.96 Specifically, the panel stated, “The Unified Commanders 

should be given unfragmented command authority for their Commands . . . in order to make it 

unmistakably clear that the combatant forces are in the chain of command which runs exclusively 

through the Unified Commander.”97 Other proposals called for significant changes in the 

organization of the JCS, the OSD, and the military departments.  

The day the commission’s report was released, the New York Times reported that the 

controversial proposal had already brought “an angry reaction from senior military leaders.”98 

The Pentagon’s senior brass may have been upset, but they had little reason to worry. The 

organizational suggestions proffered by the Blue Ribbon Panel, like the Symington Report 

before it, failed to materialize. The recommendations the panel proposed concerning the unified 

commands resulted in no action.99 In fact, none of the major recommendations put forth in the 

report were adopted. The proposals lacked meaningful support from either the White House or 

the OSD. Nixon and his Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, demonstrated little resolve for a 

major DoD overhaul amid the exigencies of the Vietnam War and declining defense budgets.100  

The next major effort to examine DoD organization was undertaken at the behest of President 

Jimmy Carter in 1977. Carter had campaigned on a pledge to conduct a comprehensive 

reorganization of the executive branch. Consequently, all departments and agencies were pressed 

to reassess their structures, functions, and processes. In fact, concerning the DoD, President 

Carter specifically asked Secretary Harold Brown for “a searching organizational review” to 

produce “an unconstrained examination of alternative reforms in organization, management, and 

decision process in the Department of Defense.”101 Several studies resulted from this initiative. 
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The most well-known—and controversial—of these was the headed by Richard C. Steadman, a 

member of the Carter transition team and former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense. The 

Steadman Report focused exclusively on the National Military Command Structure, with an eye 

toward making it “more effective and efficient in carrying out the national security mission.”102 

The report also examined the respective roles of the Secretary of Defense, the JCS Chairman, the 

JCS, and the unified commanders in the decisionmaking process.103  

Many of Steadman’s findings and recommendations echoed those from prior studies. Several 

merit repeating here. Concerning the unified commands, the report noted that their commanders 

lacked a single military superior in Washington. The report therefore called for giving the CJCS 

the formal authority to play an active role with the commanders, particularly in determining 

force requirements for each command. The report further highlighted the need to enhance the 

role of the Joint Staff and reduce requirements for coordination with service staffs. Attaining 

service concurrence was a burden that negatively affected the ability of the Joint Staff to provide 

sound military advice. The services sought to preserve their historic autonomy, often at the 

expense of the JCS. This was a natural consequence of the JCS’s dual responsibilities as leaders 

of their respective services and advisers to the President, the National Security Council, and the 

Secretary of Defense, as well as Congress. Steadman lamented the inherent contradiction of the 

two-hatted relationship between the services and the Joint Staff that often saw individual service 

interests rise above the military advice necessary for a unified command of the armed forces.104 

He further noted that the services had historically assigned their most qualified officers to service 

Staff and not to the Joint Staff: 

Over the long run, however, until the Services Chiefs are committed to putting a 

share of their very best officers on Joint Staff duty, the situation probably will not 

undergo fundamental change. This will come about only when the Services 

believe that the Joint staff is playing a central role in helping to decide issues 

of critical importance to the Service—in short, when it is addressing resource 

allocation, constrained force structure, roles and missions, and other contentious 

issues.
105

  

While President Carter did oversee a large-scale reorganization of the executive branch—to 

include the formation of the Departments of Energy and Education, as well as comprehensive 

civil service reform—DoD organizational issues highlighted in the Steadman Report went 

unaddressed. At the time of the report’s release, in July 1978, the JCS was undergoing a near 
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complete turnover in personnel. The proposed restructuring found little traction within the 

department. Furthermore, the President lacked sufficient standing on military issues to bring 

about meaningful DoD reform. And after the failed military raid to rescue 53 American hostages 

in Tehran in April 1980, the President suffered a further loss of prestige. 106 Consequently, 

neither Secretary Brown nor President Carter acted on any of the recommendations proffered in 

the studies dedicated to DoD reform. As an official DoD history of Secretary Brown’s time in 

office noted nearly four decades later, “It was not that the studies had not accurately identified 

problems, or suggested reasonable solutions; it was that most of the issues they tackled were 

perennial problems that had defied resolution for decades.”107 The following decade would 

finally bring at least partial resolution to some of these perennial problems.  

The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act: 1986  
In 1961 historian Paul Hammond predicted in his sweeping modern survey of the American 

military establishment that, “[u]nder existing arrangements, then, it is likely that a major shift in 

power will gradually take place from the armed services to the unified and specified commands, 

with the JCS acting as the fulcrum. Indeed, the shift is already well underway.”108 The “major 

shift” Hammond foresaw eventually would come to pass, but likely much slower than he might 

have surmised at the time. In fact, it would take another two and a half decades of bureaucratic 

wrangling, failed or poor military performance, review committees, service infighting, and 

congressional pressuring before the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 would formally, and finally, 

overhaul DoD and greatly reduce the influence of the four military services. 

By this time the problems within DoD had become quite manifest. While the Vietnam War 

magnified the department’s institutional deficiencies, other lower-level contingency missions had 

also blighted the military’s reputation for providing sound military advice and cast doubt on its 

ability to achieve mission success. This included the Mayaguez Incident, two weeks after the 

evacuation of Saigon, when an American merchant ship, the SS Mayaguez, was seized by the 

Cambodian armed forces. Its crew was moved to the Cambodian mainland and the ship was 

anchored near Koh Tang Island. After recapturing the crewless ship, U.S. military forces attacked 

the island, suffering 18 dead and 50 wounded in the absence of any military success. As already 

noted, the 1980 failed special operations mission to rescue American hostages in Iran resulted in 

the death of eight servicemen and the loss of two aircraft. It was a further blow to American 

military prestige and shed more doubt on the military’s ability to conduct even small-scale 

operations jointly. This incident was followed by a poorly coordinated invasion of Granada in 

1983, which drew international rebuke to include disapproval from the United Kingdom. 
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The same year, the terrorist attack on a Marine barracks in Beirut, which killed 241 military 

personnel, raised uncertainty on the soundness of the military’s policy in Lebanon. The attack 

was the deadliest attack against U.S. Marines since the Battle of Iwo Jima in 1945.  

Congress was increasingly pressured to take action in the face of mounting military setbacks. 

In fact, such pressure mounted when in 1982 the CJCS, Gen David C. Jones of the Air Force, 

testified in a closed door hearing to the HASC that the U.S. military lacked “an adequate 

organizational structure today.” In the same hearings he described the pressures for unanimity 

among the JCS resulting in “the least common denominator in order to get some sort of 

agreement” and bemoaned that the services exercised nearly de facto veto power at every level. 

Among his recommendations included strengthening the role of the chairman.109 The general 

would make his critique public the same year, penning an article in Armed Forces Journal that 

laid out much of the same arguments. In it he again called for strengthening the role of the 

chairman, limiting the service staff involvement in the joint process, and broadening the rewards 

for joint duty.110  

General Jones had essentially broken ranks with the Pentagon in imploring Congress to 

reform the organization he oversaw. His largely unscripted testimony was a bombshell. Under 

these circumstances, Congress was compelled to take a studied look at the country’s military. 

The process would take several years and entail much bureaucratic wrangling. However, 

Congress’s ultimate diagnosis of the U.S. military establishment would prove severe. In 1983, 

Sen. John Tower and Sen. Henry “Scoop” Jackson directed the staff of the Senate Committee on 

Armed Services to prepare a comprehensive study of the organization and decisionmaking 

procedures of DoD. After a period of hearings, research, and interviews, a more vigorous study 

effort was initiated under the direction of Sen. Barry Goldwater and Sen. Sam Nunn in January 

1985. The Task Force on Defense Organization provided additional guidance to the completion 

of the Staff Report to the Committee on Armed Services of the United States Senate. The 645-page 

staff study, titled Defense Organization: The Need for Change, was submitted to the Senate 

Committee on Armed Services in October 1985.111 

During his testimony to the committee, former Secretary of Defense James R. Schlesinger 

noted that the performance of DoD was seriously hampered by major structural deficiencies. 
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The study noted that most of the deficiencies identified had been evident for much of the 

century, and, 

Moreover, these long-term problems have confounded some of the most 

thoughtful, decisive, and experienced officials who have sought to solve them 

during the past 85 years. As the Department of Defense is the largest and most 

complex organization in the Free World, it is understandable that effective 

solutions have been difficult to develop and implement. However, the greater 

demands on the Department of Defense have evolved over the last 30 years have 

increased the seriousness of structural deficiencies.
112

  

The report would go on to list 16 problems the study revealed, the most prominent of 

which it defined as “Limited Mission Integration at DoD’s Policymaking Level.” In identifying 

this problem, the study would note that OSD, the Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the 

services had become focused exclusively on “functional areas” such as manpower, R&D, and 

installations and logistics. Such a preoccupation on functional activities inhibited integration of 

service capabilities along mission lines. The primary consequence of this was that a sharp focus 

on missions was lost in the functional diffusion. It also resulted, the study added, in service 

interests rather than strategic needs playing a dominant role in dictating program decisions. 

Moreover, collateral functions not central to service priorities tended to be neglected. The 

department, therefore, required a “more appropriate balance between functional and mission 

orientation.”113 

The Goldwater-Nichols Act that would ultimately redraw the U.S. military establishment in 

an effort to address these issues did not go unopposed. The service leaders were particularly 

strident in their initial opposition. Secretary of the Navy John F. Lehman, Jr., protested that 

empowering the CJS at the expense of the military services would create “a Prussian-style 

general staff.” Others would similarly decry the proposed bill.114 “This legislation would cripple 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” the CSA, GEN John A. Wickham, exclaimed to Senators Goldwater 

and Nunn in a February 1986 meeting to discuss the then proposed bill. He would add that the 

“bill would rob the service chiefs of their proper authority, denigrate their role and complicate 

the administration of the services.” The three other service chiefs in attendance similarly 

expressed their strong disapproval to the legislation.  

By October of the same year, the Goldwater-Nichols Act would become U.S. law. The act 

has been covered in great detail elsewhere,115 and we therefore limit ourselves here to its 

fundamental details. In essence, the act reestablished the military hierarchy largely in place since 
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1958: the CCDRs and the CJCS were elevated above the four service chiefs.116 This change 

finally redressed the long-standing critique—voiced by the Rockefeller Committee, the 

Symington Report, the Blue Ribbon Defense Panel, and the Steadman Report—that the U.S. 

military organization permitted the services to prioritize their respective parochial interests at the 

expense of a more unified military command. More precisely, the act streamlined the process of 

delivering military advice to civilian authority. The function was centralized singularly in the 

CJCS, who became the principal military adviser to the President, the National Security Council, 

and the Secretary of Defense. The legislation also established the position of vice chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, while augmenting the ability of the chairman to direct overall strategy. 

Greater command authority was also afforded to the unified and specified field commanders. The 

roles of the service chiefs were concomitantly reduced. While restricting the operational control 

of the services over their forces, the act emphasized their “force provider” responsibility and 

role (under Title 10) to organize train and equip military forces for the CCDRs charged with 

executing DoD missions. Irrespective of service, the CCDRs were authorized to request assets of 

any service via the joint system.117 The act brought the end of the service era to the U.S. military 

establishment.  

After so many failed efforts and clarion calls for major changes to the DoD establishment, 

what finally compelled the departmental overhaul? The success of the Goldwater-Nichols Act 

may be variously explained. At least several factors merit mentioning. First, the public breaking 

of ranks by General Jones, the CJCS, was an important distinction from previous episodes. The 

chairman’s overture to Congress suggested that working reforms through the Secretary of 

Defense Casper Weinberger (who ultimately objected to the Goldwater-Nichols Act) was not a 

viable option. Any reform proposals Jones might send to the secretary would, after all, require 

unanimous JCS support. A lack of unanimity of the JCS was precisely one of the deficiencies 

Jones had highlighted in his congressional testimony. Internal reforms had failed to produce 

change. External intervention was therefore necessary.  

Second, it would be difficult to overstate the by now overwhelming pressure from Congress 

for reform. It could no longer ignore a long catalog of failed or unacceptable military operations.118 

In fact, Senator Nunn rebutted the service chiefs’ complaints regarding the legislation, saying, 

“In our three years of studying reorganization, no deficiency has been as clearly or painfully 

demonstrated as the weakness of the unified commanders. Every time we’ve failed or performed 

poorly—such as Vietnam, Mayaguez, Pueblo, Beirut, Grenada—it can be traced to the lack of 
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 95 

unity of command.”119 The irony of these mission failures is that formerly they had served to 

scupper DoD reform initiatives. The Bay of Pigs Invasion had hampered Kennedy’s hopes for 

reform in light of the Symington Report. The Vietnam War did the same for Nixon after the Blue 

Ribbon Defense Panel. Carter suffered a similar fate after the failed Iran hostage rescue mission. 

However, collectively these mission failures had the opposite effect, creating an impetus for 

change.  

A third factor likely at play was the unraveling of an informal alliance between the services 

and Congress. As the defense reorganization cause took root on Capitol Hill, congressional 

support for service positions eroded. This was not an immediate or linear process. In fact, Senator 

Goldwater replaced Sen. John G. Tower as head of the Senate Armed Services Committee after 

Tower retired in January 1985. Senator Tower was against defense reorganization and had 

blocked previous efforts to push a defense reform bill through Congress. That both Goldwater, 

a Republican, and the ranking Senate Armed Services Committee Democrat, Sam Nunn, were 

champions of defense reform proved highly fortuitous.120  

Finally, the Goldwater-Nichols reforms received important endorsements from both the 

White House and former DoD secretaries. President Ronald Reagan urged Congress to approve 

the measure in an April 1986 radio address, in spite of objections from his Secretary of Defense, 

Casper Weinberg. Additionally, six former Secretaries of Defense (Robert S. McNamara, Clark 

Clifford, Melvin R. Laird, Elliot Richardson, James Schlesinger, and Harold Brown) endorsed 

DoD reforms in a 1985 report—including designation of the CJCS as the principal military 

adviser to the President and the Secretary of Defense.  

In sum, there are various explanations for why the Goldwater-Nichols Act succeeded where 

others had failed. A confluence of factors likely contributed to the passing of the legislation.  

The Era of Defense Reviews 
The fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War forced a moment—and possibly an 

era—of reckoning on the U.S. military establishment. The issue was quite simple: the American 

military’s principal and driving raison d’être had effectively ceased to exist quite suddenly. Now, 

without a primary pacing threat, DoD appreciated that it needed to change, but it knew not how 

nor to what it might now aspire. More precisely, and as presented in a 1993 DoD strategy 

document, the department asked itself, “How do we structure the armed forces of the United 

States for the future? How much defense is enough in the post–Cold War era?”121 After 9/11, a 

similar process transpired. In fact, DoD would pose these questions regularly beginning in the 

early 1990s and continuing up through at least 2012. The answers it produced were often 
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uninspiring and with little effect for change. We describe this period as the era of defense 

reviews.  

From a military roles and missions perspective, this was a less energized period. The threat 

had largely disappeared and along with it so had many of the threat-based disputes centered 

around broader service functions and division of responsibilities.122 And if these service-based 

issues had not officially ceased to exist, they certainly lost their saliency. The period was as 

much about a search for strategy in line with the emerging global order. As such, several defense 

reviews were carried out during this period. While having less of an impact than former major 

DoD overhauls, such as the Goldwater-Nichols Act, they are reflective of the issues facing the 

military establishment at the time. They may not have shaped policy, and particularly policies 

related to service roles and missions, but they were reflective of the changes the department 

sought to implement. We therefore cover several of these review initiatives, especially as they 

relate to roles and missions.123 

The Base Force: 1992 

The end of the Cold War ushered in a new geopolitical environment, providing both the need 

and opportunity for the United States to rethink military strategy and force structure. Changes in 

strategic thinking following the Cold War led to a departure from the recent U.S. strategy of 

forward defense. The new strategy, put forth in the National Military Strategy, instead emphasized 

forward presence and called for a significant drawdown in U.S. forces permanently based abroad 

(especially in Europe). The end of the Cold War allowed defense planners to shift their focus 

from the Soviet and Warsaw Pact threat to regional threats in Southwest Asia and the Korean 

Peninsula.124 The smaller military envisioned by the Base Force was adequate to handle these 

regional threats, but contemporary analyses emphasized somewhat different force requirements 

than for a European contingency. Specifically, planned improvements in airlift (e.g., purchase of 

102 C-17 aircraft), munitions (e.g., sensor-fused weapons for use against armor), advanced 

fighters (F-22 fighters with AIM-120 missiles) and airborne command, control, communications, 

and intelligence assets (especially the Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System aircraft) 

were needed to ensure that the United States could decisively defeat these regional threats over 

the coming years.125 

 
122 The Air Force–Army disagreements over ABD responsibilities (particularly in the European theater, where bases 
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125 Christopher J. Bowie, Fred L. Frostic, Kevin N. Lewis, John Lund, David Ochmanek, and Philip Propper, The 
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Regarding roles and missions, naval aviation would play a critical early role blunting an 

armored invasion, but its relative contribution would shrink as land-based aircraft arrived in 

theater, providing the bulk of combat capability. Finally, ground forces would “build up slowly, 

but . . . [were] . . . essential for evicting the aggressor from occupied territory.”126  

The Base Force concept called for a 25 percent decrease in force structure, a 10 percent 

decrease for budget authority, and 20 percent decrease for manpower (relative to fiscal year 

1990).127 The CJCS, GEN Colin Powell, envisioned the Base Force as comprising four forces—

regional and functional—to include an Atlantic force, Pacific force, contingency force (to deal 

with crises), and a strategic force (to meet the Soviet nuclear threat). Powell interpreted the 

Goldwater-Nichols reforms, which made the CJCS the principal military adviser to the Secretary 

of Defense and President, as giving him a responsibility to develop new strategy.128  

The Base Force was not unanimously, or immediately, accepted and adopted. Powell 

socialized the concept through a series of briefings and meetings and encountered opposition 

from both civilian and military leadership. In particular, the service chiefs at first opposed any 

reductions in force numbers and wished to discuss the issue with Powell one on one.129 Further, 

Powell and other senior leaders iterated on different weapons platforms and capabilities that 

might need to be cut or reallocated to implement the Base Force concept. Some accounts suggest 

that at one point the Navy grew irritated that Powell and Paul Wolfowitz, the Under Secretary of 

Defense for Policy, considered cutting the number of U.S. aircraft carriers from 14 to 11. This 

reduction was untenable to the Navy. The Marine Corps took issue with the proposed 25 percent 

cut to manpower. As with the Navy, the Marine Corps argued that the reduction would hinder the 

force from fulfilling its missions.130 It took several iterations, and concessions, to win over 

service chiefs and gain their support for the Base Force. As part of this socialization process, 

and in an effort to persuade civilian, military, and congressional leaders of the need for the 

force, Powell participated in an interview with the Washington Post that was published on 

May 7, 1990.  

In the interview Powell argued for a full defense review that spanned weapon systems, 

personnel levels, training practices, and military strategy, and that doing so would help develop a 

reduced force structure that still met U.S. defense needs and national interests. Notably, Powell 

used the initiative to propose a force that was the “floor” rather than the “ceiling.” In doing so he 

hoped to prevent Congress from reducing defense budgets to a level that was too low for the U.S. 
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military to ensure U.S. national security and achieve U.S. national interests.131 Powell was well 

aware that Congress intended to reap a peace dividend following the Cold War and that defense 

budget cuts would contribute to this dividend. While Powell agreed that “we know we [the U.S. 

military] have to get smaller” and that “we can go down considerably,” he noted that there was a 

limit. As Powell noted to the reporter, “There is a base level below which you can’t go . . . because 

we are a superpower with worldwide interests.”132 Further, Powell argued that this “breaking 

point” was around a 20–25 percent reduction. As stated above, after many meetings, briefings, 

and discussions with senior military and civilian leaders, Powell eventually was able to gain 

acceptance for the Base Force.133 

On August 2, 1990, President Bush gave a speech at the Aspen Institute that publicly 

introduced a new strategy and outlined key tenets of the Base Force. The President echoed the 

thoughts of the Joint Staff, Powell, and others when he stressed the need to reassess U.S. defense 

strategy. Bush noted, “We’re entering a new era: the defense strategy and military structure needed 

to ensure peace can and must be different.”134 The new defense strategy he outlined involved a 

25 percent reduction to the active force (as constituted in 1990) to be achieved by 1995. He also 

articulated how developing a force capable of meeting regional threats necessitated restructuring 

the U.S. military and its force posture. The strategy Bush introduced replaced the Cold War 

emphasis on deterring Soviet aggression with developing a force ready for regional threats and 

conflicts. Bush explicitly called out GEN Powell and Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney as 

spearheading the effort to develop the appropriate force structure suited for a new geopolitical 

environment.135 Elements of the Base Force were then codified in the 1991 National Security 

Strategy and the 1992 National Military Strategy.  

The next major DoD review, a congressionally mandated CORM, occurred in 1995. 

The Commission on Roles and Missions: 1995 

The Commission on Roles and Missions (CORM) was established in the 1994 NDAA and 

charged with reevaluating the post–Cold War organization and allocation of roles and missions 

across DoD. The CORM was also forward looking, intended to provide a set of recommendations 

for future RMF allocations. Senator Nunn, prior to the 1994 NDAA, was concerned with 

duplication among the services and the associated costs of too much redundancy. Nunn began 

to share these views and soon garnered the support of President Bill Clinton and, ultimately, 

Congress (after failed efforts to address duplication) regarding the issue of RMF overlap among 
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the services. Once Clinton and Congress grew to share Nunn’s concern over RMF duplication, 

Congress included a request for the CORM in the 1994 NDAA.136  

The NDAA outlined four reasons why the CORM was needed. First, the NDAA suggested 

that the current RMF allocation was likely not suited for a post–Cold War era. Second, several 

analysts argued that to be effective and efficient, DoD needed to consider a realignment of roles 

and missions for the armed forces. Third, the review process in place since 1986 and enacted by 

the Goldwater-Nichols Act had “not produced the comprehensive review envisioned by Congress.” 

The process referred to in the NDAA involved a review conducted by the CJCS on a triennial 

basis. Fourth, the NDAA noted that an external Commission was necessary to achieve reform 

within DoD.137 

The NDAA outlined a broad and expansive set of duties for the CORM to carry out over a 

16-month period. Part of these duties involved a set of general guidelines and then six additional 

tasks more specific in nature. The general duties were to 

• review the efficacy and appropriateness for the post–Cold War era of the current 

allocations among the armed forces of RMF; 

• evaluate and report on alternative allocations of those RMF;  

• make recommendations for changes in the current definition and distribution of those 

RMF.138 

In addition to these general duties, Section 953 outlined that the CORM would also be 

responsible for reviewing military operations, providing a set of mission areas and support 

requirements, developing a framework for organizational allocations, proposing recommendations 

for roles and missions for the military, DoD civilian agencies, and any future changes.139 The 

CORM was to fulfill these duties over the 16-month period and present the findings in a report. 

The CORM created a forum for senior military and civilian leaders to present cases for 

different RMF allocations through public memorandums, briefings, and statements. For example, 

in September 1994 the CSAF, Gen Merrill McPeak, presented the CORM with his framework 

for allocating roles and missions and then published his slides, generating much debate and 

rancor. McPeak offered a framework to reduce duplication and overlap by dividing the 

battlespace. McPeak divided the battlespace into rear battle, close battle, deep battle, and high 

battle, and argued that service overlap existed in each section with respect to capabilities and 

responsibilities. He defined the mission of each battlespace section as follows: 

• rear battle: provide security for base and supporting elements; 
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• close battle: seize and hold terrain—defined by the presence of friendly ground forces 

that are operationally committed; 

• deep battle: destroy targets in hostile territory beyond the area where the main opposing 

ground forces engage one another; 

• high battle: control and exploit airspace. 

McPeak’s “proposed division of responsibility on the conventional battlespace” called for 

ground forces (the U.S. Army and USMC) to fight the close battle and air and naval forces to 

fight the deep and high battle. McPeak also offered an analysis of airpower capabilities among 

the services. His analysis, shown in Figure A.1, indicated that the Air Force performed the full 

task for air superiority, strategic attack, interdiction, and CAS for the high battle, deep battle, and 

close battle, whereas the other services provided more limited or partial support for these mission 

areas.140  

Figure A.1. McPeak’s Analysis of Airpower Capabilities 

 

SOURCE: McPeak, 1994, p. 44. 

As may be expected, McPeak faced fierce criticism for this briefing and its proposals. 

McPeak’s proposed dissolution of SOCOM and transfer of Army missiles to the AF sparked the 

strongest reaction. Perhaps most important, the briefing sowed mistrust among the services.141 
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After McPeak retired, Gen Ronald Fogleman became the new CSAF and attempted to depart 

from McPeak’s divisive tactics and instead assure the other services that he wanted to encourage 

cooperation. However, while some senior leaders noted that Fogleman was beginning to bridge 

gaps among the services, others saw his stance as a sort of “good cop, bad cop” strategy and did 

not trust him. Different accounts suggest that while Fogleman employed a more diplomatic 

approach than McPeak, his stance on specific roles and missions issues wavered little from those 

in McPeak’s proposal.142 

Over the next several months the services continued to offer insights and accounts to the 

CORM. These visions and accounts differed greatly, and the CORM attempted to integrate and 

address them, perhaps unsuccessfully, in its final report. In January 1995 the CORM received 

Air Force, Army, and Navy letters that discussed concerns and proposals for roles and missions. 

The issues ranged from naval presence, to amphibious ships, to sustained land combat. These 

were RMF issues in that the services espoused differing visions for how a particular mission 

could be fulfilled and what capabilities were needed.143  

While the NDAA included explicit language stating that the CORM was to review current 

RMF allocations, assess alternative RMF allocations, and recommend changes for future RMF 

distributions, it did not fulfill these responsibilities. Instead, it produced a more narrowly focused 

report that did not address some of the major RMF concerns that prompted the review. There 

was concern over multiple dental, chaplain, and medical forces that was not considered or 

resolved fully by the CORM. Further, it did not provide guidance on the duplication of CAS 

capabilities, nor did it suggest how to handle (integrate or deconflict) the CAS mission among 

the services. More broadly, the CORM also failed to propose a conceptual framework (e.g., 

principles and a philosophical foundation) to help resolve RMF tensions. Lastly, the CORM 

chose to take a capabilities approach to reviewing RMF across the services, which detracted 

from a full review of RMF allocations.144 Ultimately the CORM was deemed a missed 

opportunity. The next large-scale roles and missions review would not take place until 2009 

with the congressionally mandated Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review. 

Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review (2009 and 2012) 

The 2009 Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review 

While the 1995 CORM provided the first effort after the Goldwater-Nichols Act to revisit 

DoD roles and missions, the 2009 Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review (QRM) was the first 

 
142 Richard Lardner, “Former USAF Chief Makes Controversial Roles and Missions Report Public,” Inside Defense, 
January 12, 1995a.  
143 Pamela Hess, “Fogleman Resubmits Presence Paper to Roles and Missions Commission,” Inside Defense, 
January 6, 1995a; “Link Letter to Roles and Missions Commission,” Inside Defense, January 6, 1995; Bryan Bender, 
“Foss: Talk of ‘Heavier’ Naval and Marine Forces ‘Complicates’ RMF Debate,” Inside Defense, January 23, 1995.  
144 Vick et al., 2020, pp. 87–90. 



 102 

post-9/11 attempt to restructure and reconsider them. The HASC chairman, Rep. Ike Skelton, in 

response to the new QRM mandate, suggested that there was not necessarily a major issue 

prompting the requirement but rather that DoD leaders needed to consistently review the 

department’s future RMF allocation to avoid risking being unprepared for future conflicts. 

Skelton also noted in his public statement that duplication among the services did not make 

sense, suggesting the need for an RMF review. In addition, Congress initially determined that 

roles and missions would be reviewed as part of the QDR, but by 2008 had deemed that effort 

insufficient. An anonymous House staffer stated that the RMF review tied to the 2006 QDR fell 

short of expectations. The staffer further noted that it was likely too difficult, and too large a 

task, to conduct a full RMF review while also developing a defense strategy.145 Congress 

mandated in the 2008 NDAA that roles and missions warranted a separate quadrennial review, 

the QRM, to be conducted on a four-year basis similar to the QDR.  

Section 941 of the 2008 NDAA called for an independent military assessment of roles and 

missions as well as an identification of core mission areas, competencies, and capabilities. The 

CJCS was directed to conduct the military assessment and submit their review to the Secretary of 

Defense for every QRM.146 Specifically, the military assessment was required to 

• “organize the significant missions of the armed services into core mission areas that 

cover broad areas of military activity; 

• ensure that core mission areas are defined and functions are assigned so as to avoid 

unnecessary duplication of effort among the armed forces; and 

• provide the Chairman’s recommendations with regard to issues to be addressed by the 

Secretary of Defense under subsection (c).” 

According to the NDAA, the Secretary of Defense was to use the recommendations from the 

CJCS military roles and missions review to conduct an “Identification of Core Mission Areas 

and Core Competencies and Capabilities.” The second part of the QRM was tasked to identify 

core mission areas, the core competencies and capabilities associated with the missions areas, 

any gaps and/or areas of duplication, and a plan to address the gaps and/or duplication.147  

The 2009 QRM identified DoD’s core competencies and associated capabilities and presented 

a framework to assess potential future roles and missions changes; however, similar to the 

CORM, it did not provide a new approach to DoD roles and missions. Rather, the 2009 QRM 

addressed the 2008 NDAA requirements and indicated the need for further study of roles and 

missions. The published review comprised three main sections: (1) a discussion of the analytical 
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framework and key definitions; (2) a listing of the department’s core mission areas and core 

competencies; and (3) a deep dive of four roles and missions focus areas. The review concluded 

with a way ahead that stressed the need for additional soft power that would use a “whole of 

government” approach. The QRM’s framework consisted of core mission areas and Joint 

Operational Concepts, core competencies and joint capability areas, and a set of theoretical 

service functions (based on DoDD 5100.01) and roles (based on USC, Title 10). The review 

defined the following key terms, tied to its framework: 

• Core Mission Areas: “broad Department of Defense military activities required to 

achieve strategic objectives of the National Defense Strategy and National Military 
Strategy”; 

• Core Competencies: “groupings of functionally-organized capabilities associated with 

the performance of, or support for, a Department of Defense Core Mission Area”; 

• Functions: “the appropriate or assigned duties, responsibilities, missions, or tasks of an 

individual, office, or organization as defined in the National Security Act of 1947, 

including responsibilities of the Armed Forces as amended.” 

• Roles: “broad and enduring purposes for which the Services and U.S. Special Operations 

Command were established by law.”148 

Of these, the QRM identified six Core Mission Areas and nine Core Competencies. The Core 

Mission Areas identified included homeland defense and civil support; deterrence operations; 

major combat operations; irregular warfare; military support to stabilization security, transition, 

and reconstruction; and military contribution to cooperative security. The QRM then outlined 

a set of Core Competencies tied to the mission areas and viewed as “the link between the 

operational perspectives of our [DoD] Core Mission Areas and the Department’s capabilities 

development processes.”149 The review listed the following as DoD Core Competencies: force 

application; C2; battlespace awareness; being net centric; building partnerships; protection; 

logistics; force support; and corporate management and support. While not included formally in 

the report, part of the QRM involved reviewing DoDD 5100.01 and USC, Title 10, to examine 

service responsibilities per DoD directives and by law. As a result, DoDD 5100.01 was updated. 

The review then provided a detailed analysis of four specific missions: (1) irregular warfare, 

(2) cyberspace, (3) intratheater airlift, and (4) ISR and the UAS. The QRM also noted that these 

mission areas were identified by DoD leadership and members of the 2008 HASC roles and 

missions panels as of “high interest.”150 The review concluded with a discussion of soft power 

and the need for DoD to coordinate with other elements of the U.S. government to meet enduring 

national security challenges.  

 
148 DoD, Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review Report, Washington, D.C.: DoD, January 2009, pp. 3, 4. 
149 DoD, 2009, p. 6. 
150 DoD, 2009, p. 9. 
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While the 2009 QRM did address several points of ambiguity, such as the cyberdomain and 

service roles for the UAS, it did not provide a way ahead for roles and missions that departed 

from the structure in place before the review was conducted.  

The 2012 Quadrennial Roles and Missions Review 

The 2012 QRM took a different approach from that of the 2009 review and focused on broad 

DoD mission areas tied to the joint force rather than any specific service. Further, the 2012 

review departed from the way the 2009 QRM treated RMF. The 2009 QRM tied RMF to 

different authoritative documents that pertained to different organizations within DoD. The 2009 

QRM was also more expansive, with a goal of a major restructuring, whereas the 2012 QRM was 

more limited in scope and used the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance as its primary source of 

guidance. The review restated the ten mission areas identified in the 2012 guidance and did not 

fully address the statutory requirements for the review.151  

Congress was not satisfied with the 2012 QRM, a 14-page document, with many suggesting 

that it read more like a summary of the 2012 strategic document than a rigorous new review. The 

HASC viewed the review as a missed opportunity, lacking in its intended purpose of identifying 

and reducing excessive duplication; it also mandated a GAO audit of the review.152 The audit 

indicated that DoD did fall short in conducting the QRM, with DoD officials arguing that they 

produced a summary document because the QRM overlapped with other review efforts such as 

the 2012 Defense Strategic Guidance.153 

Key Takeaways 
Roles and missions disputes between the services and among various DoD entities have 

colored the very storied history of the defense establishment. During the early years, those 

immediately following World War II, the debates centered around two issues: the institutional 

design of the department and services should own various technologies and functions. These two 

issues would jointly define the contours of DoD debates for the better half of the century and 

even beyond. 

The early legislation dealing with the former issue of the organizational design of the defense 

establishment—to include the 1947 NSA and its amendment in 1949—would leave the services 

in relative positions of strength vis-à-vis other DoD entities such as the JCS, as well as the 

unified and specified commands. DoD reorganization legislation in 1953 and 1958, during the 

 
151 OSD, White Paper: Evolution of Department of Defense Directive 5100.01: “Functions of the Department of 
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June 7, 2013.  
153 GAO, Report to Congressional Committees, Defense Management: DoD Needs to Improve Future Assessments 

of Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: GAO, GAO-14-668, July 2014.  
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Eisenhower administration, would only minimally address this problem, allowing the services to 

continue to exercise undue influence in pursuit of their interests. This disparity would persist—in 

spite of the efforts of three presidential administrations (Kennedy, Nixon, and Carter) to emend 

it—until the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986.  

The enduring and at times pernicious nature of the debates and tussles over service functions 

and responsibilities—as demonstrated in the B-36 versus supercarrier episode between the Air 

Force and Navy—owed much to the vague language used to express and delineate service 

functions after World War II. The debates would therefore persist in the decades that followed.  

Taking stock of these historical episodes, a key theme emerges: most major efforts to 

overhaul or restructure DoD after 1947 failed. It cannot be said that they failed for lack of effort 

or enterprise. The Symington Report during the Kennedy administration, the Blue Ribbon Panel 

during the Nixon administration, and the Steadman Report during the Carter administration all 

identified (more or less) the same problem: the services exercised undue influence in their self-

interested pursuits; this negatively affected the military’s ability to achieve mission successes. 

However, for various reasons each effort failed to effect or produce structural changes. These 

reasons include lack of support from key stakeholders such as OSD, the Secretary of Defense, 

and the White House, as well as failed or botched military operations in Cuba, Vietnam, and 

Iran. There was also obvious pushback from the services, fearful of any loss of influence. 

However, by the early 1980s, the tide had turned. The CJCS called for Congress to overhaul 

DoD in light of its organizational deficiencies. Moreover, the mounting catalog of military 

operational failures—from the Bay of Pigs Invasion in 1961 to the 1983 Marine Corps barracks 

bombings in Beirut—also induced an overwhelming impetus for change. There existed an 

institutional imperative, largely led by Congress, to reform the military establishment.  

Since the Goldwater-Nichols Act, there have been no major DoD organizational reforms. The 

fall of the Soviet Union less than five years after this landmark DoD reform certainly induced 

introspective efforts concerning the U.S. military’s size and purpose. The CORM in 1994–1995 

would not prove definitive. Thereafter, the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11th, 

2001, would offer new focus for the military in terms of threat. However, during this era, a series 

of QDRs would have little to no impact on the larger military establishment.  
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Appendix B. Overview of Enduring USAF–U.S. Army RMF 
Disputes  

This appendix explores three of the major enduring Air Force–Army disputes. The disputes 

revolved around three questions: 

• Which service has responsibility for TIAMD? 

• What type of aircraft (and with what capabilities) should be organic to Army aviation 

forces? 

• Which service is responsible for ABD? 

Given the Air Force’s historical ties to the Army and the nature of the various functions 

assigned to each service, the debates and tensions between the two services ebbed and flowed 

throughout much of the Cold War. Most of these debates and issues center around ownership and 

use of new technologies and weapons, although issues related to larger warfighting concepts also 

colored their interactions.  

Which Service Has Responsibility for Theater Integrated Air and Missile 
Defense? 
The USAF and Army have both sought to be responsible for theater air defense since 

World War II. With the advent of ballistic missile defense systems this disagreement broadened 

to include AMD, now termed TIAMD.  

The Vandenberg-Collins Agreement: 1950 

The Air Force and Army had disagreed over who should own which systems and who should 

command air defenses as early as World War II, when the USAAF won the fight over command 

but lost the fight over ownership of AAA units for homeland defense.1 The fight over who 

should own Army AAA units reignited in the early postwar years when the USAAF “wanted to 

integrate all AAA into the Army Air Force to make centralized control of air defense resources 

effective.”2 The Key West Agreement clearly assigned the AAA function to the Army, denying 

the USAF ownership of that function and those units, seemingly resolving the issue. However, 

the Army sought an air defense role well beyond training, organizing, and equipping these 

units. The Army exploited this ambiguity [in Key West–assigned functions] to launch a massive 

 
1 Craven and Cate, 1983, pp. 85–88, 108–109. 
2 Hamilton, 2009, p. 91. 
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continental air defense program, one that envisioned the formation of 150 air defense battalions 

to protect major cities. 

The dispute was resolved via a series of negotiations between the CSA, GEN J. Lawton 

Collins, and his Air Force counterpart, Gen Hoyt Vandenberg. The memorandum of agreement, 

signed on August 1, 1950, stated that the two services would (jointly) set defensive priorities as 

well as the locations for Army AAA. The agreement further stated, “The Air Force accepts at 

each echelon of the Air Force command structure charged with air defense . . . an Army officer 

with an appropriately sized staff section to serve as the Anti-Aircraft Artillery (AAA) element on 

the staff of the respective air defense command.” Additionally, the agreement affirmed several 

“basic principles of engagement” that the air defense commander was to use in employing air 

defense capabilities. Notably, these basic principles, and that the USAF air defense commander 

would oversee them, was a mutual agreement between both services.3 

The Wilson Memorandum: 1956 

The development of surface-to-air-missiles in the 1950s further complicated Air Force–Army 

disputes over air defenses. The USAF pursued the long-range, supersonic, ramjet-powered and 

winged Boeing Michigan Aeronautical Research Center (BOMARC) missile—essentially 

an unmanned aircraft—as a supplement to fighter interceptors in the area defense role. The 

Army pursued the short-range, rocket-powered Nike missile as a replacement for increasingly 

obsolescent AAA in the point defense role.4  

The different capabilities and missions of the Air Force and Army missiles suggest a natural 

division of labor but for one key issue: the point defense of air bases was a priority for the Air 

Force, and airmen were not happy with the Army’s commitment to that mission. USAF leaders 

expressed concern about the performance of the Nike in the ABD role since it could only engage 

one target at a time and had an unimpressive range of 25 miles and a small conventional 

warhead.5 These concerns about Nike performance, as well as Air Force frustration with the 

Army for insisting on retaining obsolete AAA units for ABD, led the Air Force to request funds 

to adapt the Navy Talos missile for the short-range defense of air bases. The issue and the debate 

would ultimately unfold in front of the Senate Armed Services Committee in the summer of 

1956 as it considered appropriations for the coming fiscal year.6 

 
3 Hoyt S. Vandenberg and J. Lawton Collins, Memorandum of Agreement, August 1, 1950, in Richard I. Wolf, The 

United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 
1987, p. 221. 
4 For technical details of the BOMARC and Nike systems, see Mark Berhow, U.S. Strategic and Defensive Missile 

Systems:1950–2004, Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2005. 
5 For a short but excellent assessment of the Army’s role in strategic defense and Nike missile problems, see 
Mahnken, 2010, pp. 50–52. 
6 For more on this debate, see Vick et al., 2020, pp. 56–60. 
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By this time the controversy had emerged to the very forefront of difficulties facing the 

U.S. military. In fact, ADM Arleigh Burke, Chief of Naval Operations, would tell Congress that 

the major problems at the moment for DoD centered around roles and missions—and, specifically, 

“Who should have certain kinds of missiles, the Army or the Air Force. That is not an easy 

problem to solve.”7 Indeed, the Navy chief was correct in his assessment. Congress, moreover, 

was unpersuaded that both systems were essential for national defense. It concluded that both the 

Air Force and the Army were assigned “overlapping roles and missions in the antiaircraft and 

continental air defense fields.” It implored DoD to “quickly and positively clarify the specific 

responsibility of each service” and noted that duplication of these weapon multi-billion-dollar 

systems would be “too costly as well as inexcusable from a military standpoint.”8 Having been 

called out by Congress over the strife within the department and confusion and duplication in 

roles and missions, DoD had little choice but to more clearly delineate respective Air Force and 

Army responsibilities.  

In November 1956, Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson would issue a formal memorandum 

to the Armed Forces Policy Council to clarify contentious issues existing between the Air Force 

and the Army. In this nine-page memorandum, Wilson summarized his view of the problem 

and the purpose of his new directives: “No basic changes in the present roles and missions of 

the armed forces are necessary but the development of new weapons and of new strategic 

concepts . . . have pointed up the need for some clarification and clearer interpretation of the 

roles and missions of the armed services.”9 

The memorandum provided guidance on a host of service functional disputes, including the 

division of air defense responsibilities among the services (with a focus on the Air Force–Army 

controversy).10 Wilson distinguished between area and point defenses, noting that although the 

terms “cannot be defined with precision” there nevertheless were some important distinctions. 

Wilson defined area defense as the function of locating and intercepting the enemy “remote from 

and without reference to individual vital installations, industrial complexes or population 

centers,” with area defense missiles typically receiving guidance from “the network systems 

rather than from acquisition and tracking radars located in the vicinity of the missile launching 

site.” In contrast, point defense “has as its purpose the defense of specified geographical areas, 

cities and vital installations.” Based on the current state of the art, Wilson limited point defenses 

 
7 U.S. Senate Committee on Armed Services, Study of Airpower, hearings before the Subcommittee of the Air 
Force, 84th Cong., 2nd Sess., June 18 and 27, 1956, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1956a, p. 1381. 
8 U.S. Senate Committee on Armed Services, Authorizing Construction for Military Departments, report, 
84th Cong, 2nd Sess., July 25, 1956, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1956b, p. 4.  
9 Wilson, 1956, p. 294. For additional discussion of the Wilson memorandum, see Trest, 2005, pp. 151–171. 
10 Mahnken, 2010, p. 50. 
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to those systems “for use against air targets at expected altitudes out to a horizontal range of the 

order of 100 nautical miles.” 11 

Based on the above considerations, Wilson assigned the Army “responsibility for the 

development, procurement and manning of land-based surface-to-air missile systems for point 

defense,” including “the NIKE I, NIKE B, and land-based TALOS.” The Air Force was similarly 

assigned responsibilities for area defense missile systems, defined at those with ranges over 

100 nm; the USAF BOMARC missile was the only missile in this category.12 Wilson also 

specified C2 arrangements for air defense in overseas areas. Assigning the land-based Talos 

missile to the Army was its death knell; the Army canceled the program, choosing to continue 

deploying its Nike surface-to-air-missile.  

The LeMay-Decker Agreement: 1962 

The Continental Army Command used an interpretation of Secretary Wilson’s 1956 

memorandum that conflicted with the 1950 Vandenberg-Collins agreement (which gave the 

USAF general operational command over air defense forces). The command interpreted 

Wilson’s memorandum to read that Army field commanders would be singularly responsible for 

providing air defense of their combat zone, which included controlling air defense units and air 

operations in the airspace. As expected, this interpretation conflicted with that of the TAC and 

thus the Continental Army Command and TAC were at an impasse on air defense doctrine. The 

two commands—and by extension the services—came to the conclusion that they should codify 

the C2 structures that had been in place in the European and Pacific theaters, which placed the 

unified (theater) commander in command of operational airspace. CSAF Curtis LeMay and 

CSA George Decker decided to test the command control arrangements in joint maneuvers and 

conducted some additional studies before deciding to codify these arrangements in an official 

memorandum.13 

Generals LeMay and Decker signed an agreement on July 12, 1962, that established 

C2 doctrine for overseas air defense. It stated that “a basic principle is . . . that a coordinated 

and integrated air defense system under a single commander is essential to successful theater 

operations.” The second basic principle set forth that unified commanders would have 

operational control over many and various air defense weapon systems. Organizationally, 

the doctrine noted that the unified theater commander would appoint “the Air Component 

Commander as the Area Air Defense Commander.”14  

 
11 Wilson, 1956, pp. 297–298. 
12 Wilson, 1956, p. 298. 
13 Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine: Basic Thinking in the United States Air Force, 1907–1960, 
Vol. 1, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, December, 1989, pp. 175–176. 
14 Curtis LeMay and George Decker, Doctrine for Area (Overseas) Air Defense, Washington, D.C.: DoD, 
July 12, 1962, in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and Missions, 
Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987. 
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Finally, the doctrine provided a concept of employment that aimed “to provide maximum 

tactical warning and active defense for all forces in the area.” Achieving this goal required 

integration to “achieve maximum effectiveness.” To do so, all services needed to cooperate and 

integrate to create a single air defense system.15 Attaining the air defense commander role in 

the European theater was no small victory for the Air Force, as it was a responsibility that the 

Army sought as well. The LeMay-Decker Agreement was followed up by JCS Publication No. 8, 

Doctrine for Air Defense from Oversea Land Areas, which enshrined the principles of the service 

chiefs’ agreement.16  

McPeak’s Grand Bargain and the Commission on Roles and Missions: 1993–1994 

Although there were no major Air Force–Army disputes over ownership of AMD in the 1970s 

and 1980s, the Air Force remained unsatisfied. The issue became public again in the 1990s when 

the CSAF, Gen Merrill McPeak, publicly stated that the USAF should own the function. McPeak 

argued that the current division of responsibilities between the Air Force and Army was inefficient 

and that placing theater-level systems (e.g., the Patriot surface-to-air missile system) under the 

USAF would be more combat effective.17 

In 1993 McPeak attempted to trade the USAF A-10 aircraft (a specialized CAS platform) for 

the Army Patriot system as part of a roles and missions reassignment between the Air Force and 

Army. In his memoir, McPeak suggests that in 1947, theater AMD should have been placed 

under the Air Force rather than the Army. Further, McPeak argues that the misalignment of roles 

and functions, with CAS under the Air Force and theater air and missile under the Army, led to 

duplication, overlap, and high costs that could be avoided. In the summer of 1993 McPeak, in a 

private meeting with CSA Gordon Sullivan, offered a grand bargain, proposing that the Army 

transfer the Patriot system and its ownership of TIAMD to the Air Force. In return, the Air Force 

would transfer the A-10 and responsibility for CAS to the Army. McPeak’s logic was that “this 

scheme would make for much better integration of combat roles by giving clear authority and 

responsibility in delineated battle space to each service.” Sullivan rejected the proposal on several 

grounds: CAS would be a new mission for the Army, and Army helicopters do not perform CAS; 

A-10 aircraft would be too expensive for the Army; taking on the A-10 and assuming the CAS 

function would tie the Army to air bases.18 While nothing came of the grand bargain in 1993, 

McPeak continued to advocate for Air Force ownership of TIAMD.19  

In 1994 McPeak published a briefing he presented to the congressionally mandated CORM 

that argued that TIAMD should be transferred to the USAF.20 This briefing stoked additional 

 

15 LeMay and Decker, 1987. 
16 Futrell, 1989, p. 192. 
17 Merrill A. McPeak, Roles and Missions, Lake Oswego, Oreg.: Lost Wingman Press, 2017, p. 311. 
18 McPeak, 2017, pp. 610–616. 
19 For a more detailed account of the grand bargain, see Vick et al., 2020, pp. 86–87. 
20 McPeak, 1994; McPeak, 2017. 
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tensions between the services and demonstrated the enduring nature of this roles and functions 

issue area. 

In 1995, a new CSAF, Gen Ronald Fogleman, sought to end the dispute, emphasizing joint 

cooperation rather than ownership of TIAMD. As a result, the Air Force and Army jointly 

developed and issued a memorandum stating that they would integrate their efforts on TIAMD 

rather than continue to fight over ownership. Small disputes persisted after the memorandum was 

issued, with the Army bringing up ownership arguments pertaining to ground-based national 

missile defense. The Army soon apologized, and the two services subsequently issued a joint 

statement that outlined their commitment to developing cruise missile defenses.21  

What Type of Aircraft (and with What Capabilities) Should Be Organic to 
Army Aviation Forces? 

The Pace-Finletter Agreements: 1951–1952 

Another heated debate between the Air Force and the Army during the 1950s concerned 

ownership and use of Army aircraft. The Army saw a need for its own aviation force for a 

variety of support missions but the Air Force saw many of these as duplicative and feared that 

the Army was seeking to take over close combat and logistical air support, functions afforded 

to the Air Force by the Key West Agreement. Although the NSA of 1947 and the Key West 

Agreement of 1948 allowed the other services “such aviation . . . as may be organic therein,” 22 

the definition of “organic” was unclear.  

When the Air Force was officially formed out of the USAAF in 1947, virtually all of the 

aircraft formerly assigned to the Army were transferred to the new Air Force. The Army was left 

with only residual aircraft deemed “organic,” to include small liaison aircraft and helicopters. In 

May 1949, Joint Army and Air Force Adjustment Regulation 5-10-1 set specific weight limitations 

on Army aircraft and outlined specific functions for the use of such aircraft in ground combat 

operations.23 Army fixed-wing aircraft were not to exceed 2,500 pounds and rotary-wing aircraft 

were restricted to under 4,000 pounds.24 The weight limitation was the first attempt to prevent 

duplication of capabilities between Army aviation and the Air Force. The aircraft were intended 
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 112 

for tactical Army airlift, and to support ground combat by providing route reconnaissance, courier 

services, and airborne adjustment of artillery fires. However, the Air Force also provided many 

of the same functions.25 It also wanted limitations on Army airpower, suspicious of infringement 

on its primary domain.  

The struggle over helicopters and support to ground troops—to include evacuation of the 

wounded—was manifest during the war in Korea. The Korean War had demonstrated the 

versatility and potential of helicopters but also their limitations. As rotary-wing aircraft 

technology rapidly advanced, it became clear that these weight restrictions were impeding 

innovation and improvements in the Army helicopter force, such as acquiring 284 de Havilland 

L-20 Beaver fixed-wing aircraft that it desired for utility transportation duties.26 Additionally, 

some ground commanders expressed a desire for the Army to exercise more control over the air 

units.27  

As in the case of continental air defense, resolution of this issue would require direct 

involvement of the respective service leadership. Following a number of discussions between 

the Air Force and Army from May to October 1951, the two service secretaries developed an 

agreement that defined what types of aircraft would be organic to Army based on the intended 

mission of the aircraft.  

The memorandum of understanding (MOU), termed the Pace-Finletter Agreement and signed 

on October 2, 1951, removed weight limitations placed on Army aircraft in 1949 and attempted 

to phrase the agreement based on function, which suited Army preferences.28 The MOU 

stipulated that it aimed to clarify language from the NSA (as amended in 1949) that discusses 

Army aviation.29 The memorandum listed five functions that the Army would be allowed to 

perform and thus would define the aircraft as organic therein to the Army.30 The MOU also 

noted that Army organic aviation must operate within the Army combat zone, which the 

document defined, providing a rough depth range (50–70 miles) from the forward line of 

their own troops. The MOU further prohibited Army aircraft from duplicating the following 

Air Force functions: “close combat support, assault transport and other troop carrier airlift, 

 
25 Richard I. Wolf, ed., 1987, p. 237. 
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aerial photography, tactical reconnaissance and interdiction of enemy land power and 

communications.”31  

The first Pace-Finletter agreement is of note for at least two reasons. First, it was necessary 

because of the failure of earlier legislation, directives, and agreements to establish enforceable 

and practical limitations on Army aviation. Second, few outside the Army fully appreciated the 

growing importance of tactical aviation to modern armies, leading to unhelpful constraints on 

Army capabilities. As the Army became increasingly convinced that it needed many more (and 

much larger) helicopters to prevail on the modern battlefield, the functional constraints became 

unacceptable.32  

While this MOU provided some clarity on Army aviation requirements and limitations, 

dissention concerning helicopter use persisted, particularly regarding casualty evacuation. 

Between October 1951 and November 1952, the Army purchased additional helicopters that 

were larger in size, sparking new debates and causing the service secretaries to revisit Army 

aviation functions and limitations. 

As a result of these discussions, a second Pace-Finletter Agreement was signed on 

November 4, 1952. It reinstated the weight limitations on Army fixed-wing aircraft, now set 

at 5,000 pounds (double the earlier limit), but made them subject to review by the Secretary of 

Defense when requested by either service secretary.33 The agreement also expanded the Army 

combat zone from a maximum of 70 miles to a maximum of 100 miles in depth. Allowable 

Army functions were also expanded, most notably to include aeromedical evacuation within the 

battle zone, a capability that would save countless lives in future conflicts.34  

The two agreements were compromises brokered by the service secretaries and did not really 

resolve the underlying issues regarding the mission scope and capabilities appropriate for Army 

aviation.35 The various Air Force–Army agreements temporarily quelled the disagreements 

around aircraft ownership, but technological progress and innovative Army thinking on potential 

contributions of organic aviation to battlefield mobility and fire support rapidly outpaced these 

documents. As we discuss below, disputes over ownership of tactical airlift and CAS would 

bedevil Air Force–Army relations for years to come.  
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The Wilson Memorandum: 1956 

The Pace-Finletter agreements were stopgap measures at best. They did little to address the 

fundamental issues—the Army’s determination to “develop its own organic capability for air 

movement of combat units within the war zone” and Air Force opposition to the creation of a 

large Army aviation element.36 Also, Air Force–Army tensions had increased since 1952 due to 

President Eisenhower’s New Look strategy, which emphasized strategic nuclear forces and gave 

the Air Force its largest share of the budget (ever) at the expense of the Army.37 Public opinion 

during this period also exacerbated Army fears of institutional obsolescence; 79 percent of 

respondents to a 1953 Gallup survey picked the USAF as the service that was “most important to 

our National Defense today,” with only 9 percent selecting the Army.38  

Secretary Wilson was forced to weigh in again on this dispute, acknowledging that the Army 

had legitimate needs for aircraft to support it in the combat zone, Recognizing the Army’s need 

for more capable aircraft and the great advances already realized in rotary-wing technology, 

Wilson increased the allowable rotary-wing aircraft weight from 4,000 to 20,000 pounds—a 

remarkable increase in permitted capability. He also specified that Army organic aviation was 

limited to four functions: (1) “Command, liaison and communications,” (2) “Observation, visual 

and photographic reconnaissance, fire adjustment, and topographical survey,” (3) “Airlift of 

Army personnel and materiel,” and (4) “Aeromedical evacuation.” Finally, Wilson also specified 

what functions Army aviation would not perform. Prohibited functions included various types of 

airlift from points outside the combat zone, “tactical reconnaissance,” “interdiction of the 

battlefield,” and “close combat air support.”39  

The Howze Board: 1962 

The Air Force–Army disputes discussed herein occurred during a period of rapid and 

exceptional advances in aerospace technologies. Of particular interest for the Army were 

advances in rotary-wing technology offering promise that the helicopter could revolutionize 

battlefield mobility. These advances were initially supported by Air Force and Navy investments, 

but after 1952 the Army increasingly took the lead on helicopter R&D.40 
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The Korean War had demonstrated the versatility and potential of helicopters but also 

their limitations. For example, the Bell H-13 Sioux helicopters used by the Army for medical 

evacuation were underpowered, had short range, were limited to daylight operations, and could 

only carry two litters (on the exterior of the aircraft, exposing patients to the elements and 

preventing in-flight care).41 During the 1950s more advanced designs, including the H-19 

Chickasaw, H-23 Raven, H-34 Choctaw, and UH-1 Iroquois, entered service, offering vast 

improvements in payload, range, power, and interior space. The H-34 was widely used in the 

early years of the Vietnam War, while the UH-1 (Huey) became the single most famous 

helicopter in history, synonymous with that conflict.42 

Army concepts for future warfare were progressing rapidly in parallel with these advances in 

capability. MG James M. Gavin, an innovative thinker who had pioneered airborne assault tactics 

in World War II, published an article in 1954 arguing for the creation of airborne cavalry units to 

conduct classic cavalry missions such as reconnaissance, security, and raids.43 These units would 

be equipped with “helicopters and light aircraft, to lift soldiers armed with automatic weapons 

and hand-carried antitank weapons, and also light-weight reconnaissance vehicles, mounting 

antitank weapons the equal or better of the Russian T-34s.”44 A year later the Provisional 

Reconnaissance Troop was activated in the 82nd Airborne Division. The sky cavalry concept 

was tested in Exercises Sage Brush and Sledgehammer in 1955 and 1956.45 

In 1960 the Army Aircraft Requirements Review Board, also known as the Rogers Board, after 

its chair, LTG Gordon B. Rogers, was established to explore options to improve “surveillance 

and tactical transport.” MG Hamilton Howze, who had been advocating since 1956 for Gavin’s 

airborne cavalry, submitted a memorandum to the Rogers Board that would have far reaching 

implications. Howze “proposed that the Army proceed at once with the development of fighting 

units whose mode of tactical employment would take maximum advantage of the unique mobility 

and flexibility of light aircraft.” He further recommended “the formation of an experimental air 

cavalry unit in one of the airborne divisions” to test and refine the concept. The Rogers Board 

endorsed Howze’s proposal.46 

From a USAF perspective, the Army had been quite aggressive in its efforts to expand the 

size and capabilities of its aviation force during the 1950s, seeking to remove weight limits on 

 
41 Chris M. Olson, Jr., Jeffrey Bailey, Robert Mabry, Stephen Rush, Jonathan J. Morrison, and Eric J. Kuncir, 
“Forward Aeromedical Evacuation: A Brief History, Lessons Learned from the Global War on Terror, and the 
Way Forward for U.S. Policy,” Journal of Trauma and Acute Care Surgery, Vol. 75, No. 2, August 2013. 
42 Weinert, 1991, pp. 51–57. 
43 U.S. Department of the Army, Reconnaissance and Security Operations, FM 3-98, Washington, D.C.: 
Headquarters, U.S. Department of the Army, July 2015, p. 1-1. 
44 James M. Gavin, “Cavalry, and I Don’t Mean Horses,” Harper’s, April 1, 1954, p. 54. 
45 Weinert, 1991, pp. 181–190. 
46 Weinert, 1991, pp. 118–119, 181. 
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allowable aircraft and constantly pushing the boundaries of allowable missions and aircraft types 

it might procure. The latter reached a peak in 1955 when the Army unsuccessfully attempted to 

procure T-37 jet trainers to test for use in the observation (surveillance) role.47 

Helicopters seemingly offered both a way to end run Air Force opposition and an opportunity 

to realize Gavin’s vision of vastly improved battlefield mobility. Army innovators were largely 

successful in gaining broader leadership support for expanded use of helicopters for tactical 

mobility.48 Nevertheless Army aviation advocates felt that the service was moving too slowly 

and, working through allies on the OSD staff, were able to convince Secretary of Defense Robert 

McNamara to intervene.49  

On April 19, 1962, McNamara sent two critical memorandums to Secretary of the Army 

Elvis Stahr.50 In the first memorandum, McNamara directed the Army to “[c]ompletely re-

examine its quantitative and qualitative requirements for aviation. This re-examination should 

consist of an extensive program of analyses, exercises and field tests to evaluate revolutionary 

new concepts of tactical mobility and to recommend action to give the Army the maximum 

attainable mobility in the combat area.”51 

McNamara emphasized “that the results of the reexamination be presented in terms of cost 

effectiveness and transport effectiveness, and that full use be made of field test and exercises.”52 

In the second memorandum to Secretary Stahr, McNamara expressed his view that air mobility 

could change land warfare: 

I do not believe the Army has fully explored the revolutionary opportunities 

offered by aeronautical technology for making a revolutionary break with 

traditional surface mobility means. Air vehicles operating close to, but above, 

 
47 The Air Force strongly opposed the move, and Secretary of Defense Wilson instructed the Army to instead 
borrow T-37s from the USAF for the tests; see Weinert, 1991, pp. 210–214. 
48 For more details on how these Army innovators created an internal Army “social movement” in support of 
helicopter aviation see Bergerson, 1980, pp. 82–108.  
49 McNamara appears to have been influenced in part by OSD staff who were supporters of Army aviation and 
closely connected to Army innovators. According to Howze, the first drafts of the McNamara memorandums were 
drafted by COL Robert Williams, who provided it to OSD staff. See Hamilton H. Howze, A Cavalryman’s Story: 

Memoirs of a Twentieth-Century Army General, Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1996, p. 236; and 
Bergerson, 1980, p. 111. 
50 Regarding McNamara’s role, see Stephen Peter Rosen, Innovation and the Modern Military: Winning the Next 

War, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 92; for the full discussion of this case, see pp. 87–94. For more 
on theories of military innovation, see Grissom, 2006. 
51 Robert McNamara, quoted in Charles R. Shrader, History of Operations Research in the United States Army, 
Vol. II: 1961–1973, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army, Office of the Deputy Under Secretary of the Army for 
Operations Research, 2008, p. 266. 
52 John J. Tolson, Vietnam Studies: Airmobility, 1961–1971, Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, 1999, 
p. 18. 
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the ground appear to me to offer the possibility of a quantum increase in 

effectiveness. I think that every possibility in this area should be exploited.
53

 

Within a week of the McNamara memorandum, the Army appointed LTG Hamilton Howze 

to head the U.S. Army Tactical Mobility Requirements Board.54 The executive committee of 

the board consisted of 20 members, 15 of them military officers. As Frederic Bergerson notes, 

“This board was not impartial in terms of its basic evaluation of the utility of air mobility. All the 

military board members supported the concept.”55 

In just four months, the Howze Board initiated and oversaw a vast analytical, gaming, 

testing, and exercise program. The most important of these elements were the weapons tests and 

exercises undertaken by the 82nd Airborne Division using 150 Army aircraft, Air Force fighter 

aircraft, and C-130 transports.56 The board produced a 3,500-page report compiling the results of 

all these activities and calling for new airmobile units that would field large fleets of helicopters 

and light fixed-wing (propeller) aircraft, replacing many ground vehicles. The board also 

recommended a radical change in Army force structure: converting five of its 16 active divisions 

to the airmobile configuration.57 

For the Air Force, the Howze Board was only the latest salvo in the ongoing battle with the 

Army over tactical aviation. CSAF Curtis LeMay was generally opposed to a large Army 

aviation force, arguing that the Air Force should operate “everything that flies, down to the last 

puddle jumper.”58 At the same time, LeMay was a pragmatist who looked for compromises that 

would meet the Army’s tactical aviation needs (e.g., providing more fighter aircraft to support 

ground forces) while minimizing the growth of Army aviation. He sought to keep the discussion 

civil by keeping it private, negotiating with the CSA, GEN George Decker, “and his successor, 

General Earle G. Wheeler, to keep Army–Air Force disagreements from becoming a public 

spectacle.”59 

LeMay directed the TAC Vice Commander, Lt Gen Gabriel Disosway, to prepare a response 

to the Howze Report. The Disosway Board’s four-volume report predictably and strongly 

contested the Howze Board’s recommendations along technical and doctrinal grounds.60 In 

 
53 Robert McNamara, quoted in Shrader, 2008, p. 266. 
54 For more details of the board’s activities, see Howze, 1996, pp. 233–257; Shrader, 2008, pp. 265–274; Tolson, 
1999, p. 20; and Mahnken, 2010, p. 101. 
55 Bergerson, 1980, p. 111. 
56 Howze, 1996, p. 241. 
57 Jacob A. Stockfisch, The 1962 Howze Board and Army Combat Developments, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, MR-435-A, 1994, p. 1. 
58 Curtis LeMay, quoted in Trest, 2005, p. 195. 
59 Trest, 2005, p. 194. 
60 Stockfisch, 1994, p. 25. 
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particular, the USAF argued that helicopters and light aircraft could not survive on the modern 

battlefield; only USAF fighters were likely to do so. 

Army arguments ultimately prevailed due to Secretary McNamara’s strong support. 

Consequently, the 11th Air Assault Division was activated on February 15, 1963, to test 

airmobile tactics and technologies. Two years later, on July 1, 1965, the 1st Cavalry Division 

(Airmobile) was activated using elements of the (now deactivated) 11th Air Assault Division and 

other units. President Lyndon B. Johnson and Secretary McNamara recognized the potential 

contribution of airmobile forces in the escalating Vietnam Conflict, ordering the 1st Cavalry to 

prepare for deployment to Vietnam. Remarkably, advance units of the division arrived at An 

Khe, Vietnam, on August 25, 1965, less than two months after the new unit was activated. The 

entire division arrived in country by October 3 and was engaged in major combat in a matter of 

weeks. The battle of the Ia Drang Valley became one of the most famous of the Vietnam War. 

The 1st Cavalry Division fought courageously, and the airmobile concept proved to be sound, at 

least against light forces.61 

The fight over air mobility was at root a contest between the Army’s desire to have its own 

tactical aviation force under the direct control of its commanders and the Air Force’s desire to 

minimize the aviation elements in other services, believing that it could do the job cheaper and 

better.62 Rotary-wing technology offered the Army an ideal platform to meet most of its tactical 

aviation needs and a revolutionary way to maneuver forces on the modern battlefield.63 The 

airmobile concept also afforded the Army a bureaucratic advantage over the Air Force since the 

latter had no comparable capability and no interest in procuring thousands of helicopters to move 

the Army in the tactical fight. The airmobile concept proved visionary and futuristic with an 

intuitive appeal to a much broader audience. One might argue that the primary reason that the 

Army won this fight was that it had the better idea. 

The McConnell-Johnson Agreement: 1966 

Secretary of Defense McNamara’s support for the Howze Board recommendations enabled 

the Army to vastly increase the size of its aviation force and to pursue the airmobile concept.64 

The Vietnam War presented the Army an opportunity to validate the concept in combat and the 

 
61 Tolson, 1999, pp. 51, 61, 72, 73–82. 
62 Trest, 2005, p. 194. 
63 Airmobile forces were envisioned playing an important role on all battlefields, including against Soviet armored 
forces in Europe. In retrospect, the Army likely oversold the effectiveness of airmobile forces in the defense of 
NATO, but they likely would have made important contributions as an airborne cavalry force in support of NATO 
armored forces. 
64 At the height of the war, the Army’s 1st Aviation Brigade had “as many as 4,000 rotary-wing and fixed-wing 
aircraft and 24,000 troops” in Vietnam. Herbert P. Lepore, “The Coming of Age: The Role of the Helicopter in the 
Vietnam War,” Army History, No. 29, Winter 1994, p. 32. 
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urgency of war greatly accelerated the Army’s acquisition of thousands of helicopters.65 Yet, 

unlike Secretary of Defense Wilson in the 1950s, McNamara did not offer guidance on the 

lingering Air Force–Army disputes over two issues: fixed-wing tactical airlift and the arming of 

helicopters for close support.  

Although Air Force and Army tactical airlift organizations were collaborating effectively in 

meeting Army resupply needs in Vietnam, USAF leaders believed that airlift would be more 

efficient if managed centrally. Specifically, the Air Force wanted to bring the Army’s de 

Havilland CV-2 and C-7 Caribous [fixed-wing transport aircraft] “under its centralized airlift 

allocation system, hoping to utilize more fully the aircraft’s capacity.”66 Recognizing the need to 

find a workable and lasting compromise on tactical airlift, CSAF John McConnell and CSA 

Harold Johnson held a series of meetings to resolve the outstanding issues, signing an agreement 

on April 6, 1966. The McConnell-Johnson Agreement would prove to be among the more 

successful and enduring roles and missions negotiations, largely resolving Air Force–Army 

fighting over tactical airlift and arming helicopters.67  

In return, the Air Force agreed to several items. First, it would “relinquish all claims for 

helicopters and follow-on rotary-wing aircraft which are designed and operated for intratheater 

movement, fire support, supply and resupply of Army forces and Air Force control elements 

assigned to DASC and subordinate thereto.” By including “fire support” in the list, the Air Force 

gave its blessing to Army plans to deploy attack helicopters, specifically designed to provide 

airborne close support.68 The USAF would, however, be allowed to operate helicopters for 

combat search and rescue and special warfare. Second, the Air Force agreed that per an 

operational need, the CV-2 and CV-7 aircraft that the Army had operated and the Air Force  

C-123 aircraft that performed “supply, resupply, or troop-lift function in the field army area” 

could be attached to subordinate elements of the field army. Third, the Air Force would keep the 

 
65 It should be noted that the Army was using helicopters to transport South Vietnamese troops into combat well 
before the time of the Howze Board. Two helicopter transportation companies deployed to Vietnam in December 
1961, and less than two weeks after arriving carried 1,000 South Vietnamese paratroopers in highly successful raids 
on a Vietcong headquarters complex. Between 1961 and the 1st Cavalry’s arrival in 1965, the U.S. Army gained 
valuable experience in airmobile operations and the opportunity to test a variety of weapons (e.g., armed helicopters) 
and tactics in combat. See Tolson, 1999, pp. 3, 25–50. 
66 “McConnell-Johnson Agreement, 6 April 1966,” in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic 

Documents on Roles and Missions, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987, p. 379. 
67 The hiatus in the Army airborne fire support versus USAF CAS dispute lasted until the early 1970s, when some 
USAF senior officers criticized the McConnell-Johnson Agreement. In 1971 hearings on the Army Cheyenne attack 
helicopter program, the TAC commander, Gen William Momyer, opposed Army ownership of the AH-1G Cobra 
gunship and the proposed Cheyenne attack helicopters, arguing that the Key West agreement assigned CAS to the 
USAF and therefore that Army attack helicopters were doing a function that belonged to the USAF. See Trest, 2005, 
pp. 218–221; and, “McConnell-Johnson Agreement, 6 April 1966,” p. 379. 
68 The Army had been flying modified UH-1 Hueys as gunships in Vietnam since mid-1962, ultimately settling on 
the UH-1C “Hog” until the AH-1G Cobra arrived in 1967. The Cobra was the Army’s first helicopter designed for 
the attack role, offering “a major step forward in the development of the armed helicopter.” Tolson, 1999, p. 144; for 
additional details on Army armed helicopters in the Vietnam conflict, see pp. 29–35, 144–147. 
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CV-2 and CV-7 aircraft in its inventory and would consult with the CSA “prior to changing the 

force levels of, or replacing these aircraft.” Fourth, the Air Force stated that it would consult the 

CSA “in order to arrive at take-off, landing, and load carrying characteristics of follow-on fixed-

wing aircraft to meet the needs of the Army for supply, resupply, and troop movement functions.” 

Lastly, both service chiefs agreed to jointly revise doctrine as needed.69 

These disputes were largely resolved by the McConnell-Johnson Agreement but have not 

entirely gone away. In the 1970s the relative roles of attack helicopters and fixed-wing CAS 

aircraft caused some congressional concern over duplication as the Air Force developed the A-10 

CAS aircraft while the Army pursued its Advanced Attack Helicopter. The controversy was 

sufficiently large that the service chiefs felt compelled to release the “U.S. Army/ U.S. Air Force 

Understanding of Relationship of Helicopters and Fixed-Wing Aircraft in Close Air Support” in 

September 1975.70 Since then the two services have largely avoided conflict on these issues, 

though the Army has never been fully satisfied by the Air Force commitment to the CAS mission 

and periodically seeks more autonomy and capacity in tactical airlift. Evidence of the enduring 

nature of this dispute can be found in a July 2020 Breaking Defense article quoting Douglas 

Birkey, the executive director of the Mitchell Institute for Aerospace Studies, criticizing the 

Army Apache Helicopter and arguing that the USAF A-10 is “more lethal and survivable.”71 

Which Service Is Responsible for Air Base Defense? 
The Wilson Memorandum: 1956 

As noted in the earlier discussion of TIAMD, Secretary Wilson’s 1956 memorandum 

addressed a number of topics, including delineation of responsibilities for development of 

surface-to-air missiles for point and area defense. The Army was given the point defense mission 

and USAF the area defense mission. In keeping with these assignments, the Army continued 

development and improvement of the Nike family of missiles for point defense of fixed facilities. 

Recognizing the need for a more deployable air defense system, the Army also developed the 

Hawk missile, which was hugely successful and served in the U.S. and allied militaries for 

decades. The Army followed this with the longer-range Patriot, gradually taking over both the 

point and area defense roles. In contrast, the USAF did not seek to develop a successor to the 

BOMARC missile, nor did it attempt to compete with the Army for the point defense mission, 

 
69 J. P. McConnell and Harold K. Johnson, “Initial Agreement Between Chief of Staff, U.S. Army, and Chief of 
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Support, 16 September 1975,” in Richard I. Wolf, ed., The United States Air Force: Basic Documents on Roles and 

Missions, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1987, p. 401. 
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even for air bases.72 Although the BOMARC missile served in the U.S. and allied militaries for 

many years, the winged-missile design was inferior to designs that did not rely on aerodynamic 

lift. Thus, the Army became the de facto provider of ground-based point and area defenses. 

USAF–U.S. Army Disputes over Ground Defense of Air Bases in Vietnam 

Defense of friendly rear areas from ground attack is implicit in the primary functions that 

were assigned to the Army in the 1948 Key West Agreement—specifically, “[t]o defeat enemy 

land forces.”73 Thus, detecting and defeating ground threats outside the perimeter of the air base 

traditionally are Army responsibilities. USAF responsibilities, in theory, are limited to defense of 

the air base perimeter, controlling points of entry and securing the base’s interior. 

However, the protection of air bases from ground threats has been an on-again, off-again 

source of friction between the Air Force and the Army for over 50 years. Typically, the major 

point of contention is whether the Army is devoting sufficient forces to the mission; however, 

battlespace control measures, command responsibilities, and various other technical issues are 

also often disputed.74  

These disagreements came to a head during the Vietnam War, when, between 1964 and 

1973, Vietcong and North Vietnamese Army forces attacked USAF main operating bases almost 

500 times, damaging or destroying over 1,200 aircraft.75 The vast majority of these attacks were 

conducted using indirect fires (rockets or mortars) rather than direct assaults on the bases. Thus, 

the attacking forces were operating well outside the base security perimeter and therefore in 

areas of Army responsibility. In response to the growing losses from ground attacks, Air Force 

leaders voiced their concerns with their Army counterparts about the external base security 

arrangements, and specifically the Army’s failure to assign sufficient forces for the mission.76 

The Air Force was unsuccessful in its attempts to get the Army to devote ground forces to air 

base ground defense, but a variety of active and passive defense measures were taken by the Air 

Force, the Army, and the Marine Corps that reduced losses to mortar attack. These measures 

included expanded intelligence collection, nightly reconnaissance flights, use of countermortar 

 
72 For more on these missile systems see Berhow, 2005; and Hamilton, 2009. 
73 Forrestal, 1948, p. 7.  
74 For more on ABD against air, missile, and ground threats, see Vick, 2015a; and Vick et al., 2020. For assessments 
focused exclusively on ground threats to air bases, see Shannon Caudill, ed., Defending Air Bases in an Age of 

Insurgency, Vol. I, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 2014; Shannon Caudill, ed., Defending Air 

Bases in an Age of Insurgency, Vol. II, Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 2019; David Shlapak 
and Alan Vick, “Check Six Begins on the Ground”: Responding to the Evolving Ground Threat to U.S. Air Force 

Bases, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-606-AF, 1995; and Alan Vick, Snakes in the Eagle’s Nest: A 

History of Ground Attacks on Air Bases, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-553-AF, 1995. 
75 Vick, 1995, p. 68. The authoritative history of ground attacks on air bases during the Vietnam War is Roger P. 
Fox, Air Base Defense in the Republic of Vietnam, 1961–1973, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1979. 
76 For a detailed discussion of the dispute, see Vick et al., 2020, pp. 61–69. 



 122 

radar, training and equipping USAF Security Forces for infantry missions, and base hardening. 

Perhaps the most important initiative was the construction of roughly 300 hardened aircraft 

shelters to protect fighter aircraft.77 

Air Base Defense in Europe: 1975–1989 

With the end of the Vietnam War, the U.S. military focused on addressing the growing 

Soviet and Warsaw Pact threat to NATO. From one perspective, ABD in Europe was in good 

shape. The Army had dedicated the 108th Air Defense Artillery Brigade to ABD and a 

combination of U.S. and allied ground forces were available to meet rear area security needs in 

Europe. Yet the air defense units (comprising Chaparral missiles and Vulcan guns with little 

capability at night or in inclement weather) were a poor match for the modernized Soviet Air 

Force; nor did the 108th Air Defense Artillery have sufficient capacity to defend all U.S. Air 

Forces in Europe bases. Regarding ground defenses, Air Force leaders wanted a more formal 

statement from the Army regarding its responsibilities and also felt that the Army could do more 

to help USAF Security Forces train for the mission.78  

Air Force and Army staff and senior officers, primarily at the USAF TAC and TRADOC, 

respectively, had been working cooperatively since 1973 to address these and other issues. 

Their efforts reached culmination in 1984 when the two service chiefs released a package of a 

memorandum of agreement, an MOU, and joint service agreements covering 31 topics. The 

31 Initiatives were primarily designed to defeat Soviet/Warsaw Pact ground forces, which 

outnumbered NATO and were superior to all but the German, UK, and U.S. ground forces. The 

memorandum of agreement included 31 initiatives that would involve cooperation from both 

services on seven major aspects of air-land combat. These areas included air defense, rear area 

operations, SEAD, special operations forces, joint munitions development, joint combat 

techniques and procedures, and fusion of combat information.79 

Initiative 2 dealt specifically with point air defense of air bases. The MOU, signed July 13, 

1984, stated, “Air base defense at USAF bases is a joint responsibility of the U.S. Army and Air 

Force. To this end, the Air Force will be responsible for submitting requirements for air base 

defenses to the Army for support.” Moreover, the MOU stipulated the Army would be 

responsible for ground-based air defense at Air Force main operating bases worldwide. The 

upshot of this was that the Army would provide the necessary SHORAD systems needed to 

defend air bases.80 The MOU further stipulated that the Air Force could pursue alternative 

 
77 For discussions of tactical adaptations that reduced aircraft losses, see Fox, 1979; Vick 1995; and Vick 2015a. 
78 This discussion is drawn from Vick et al., 2020, pp. 71–76. 
79 Davis, 1987, p. 47. 
80 Davis, 1987, p. 123.  
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solutions, including the deployment of its own organic point air defense capabilities, if the 

Army was unable to provide adequate support. 

Initiative 8 laid the foundation for the 1985 JSA 8, which clarified Air Force and Army 

responsibilities for defense of air bases from ground attack. JSA 8 stipulated that the Air Force 

would retain C2 of ground defense of air bases, with Army units reporting to the installation 

commander. The Army maintained responsibility for providing forces for air base ground 

defense operations outside the designated boundaries of the base or installation. The Air Force 

was responsible for physical security and internal defense within the perimeters of the base. 

While the JSA 8 promised improved interservice cooperation on ABD, it lapsed into relative 

obscurity within a few years in the absence of formal review or supersession by a new 

agreement.  

The Abrogation of Joint Service Agreement 8 

Having largely fallen off the radar after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the matter of ABD would 

again arise between the Air Force and Army during combat operations in Afghanistan and Iraq 

after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Expanding counterinsurgency operations in 

these two countries stressed Army manning. By 2004 it was clear that the Army lacked the 

ground forces in Iraq to conduct both counterinsurgency operations and the defense of air bases. 

In 2004, at the Army’s request, the Air Force and Army leadership formally abrogated JSA 8, 

thereby opening the door to the Air Force to take on full responsibility of ground defense of air 

bases inside and outside the base perimeter. For the first time since the Vietnam War, Air Force 

security forces would again fight outside the wire to defend their bases in both Afghanistan and 

Iraq. These operations were largely successful.81  

While the two services were able to reach a mutual accommodation over defending air bases 

in Iraq and Afghanistan—a distinctly counterinsurgency setting—there remain reasons to be 

concerned about ABD in the future. Simply put, the threats to air bases in an A2/AD environment 

pose significant risk to the Air Force’s ability to generate combat power from the air. These 

threats include swarming SUASs, rockets and mortars, cruise missiles, ballistic missiles, 

hypersonic weapons, and combat aircraft. The gap between these growing threats and limited 

Army capabilities to meet them suggest that tensions between the Air Force and the Army 

related to the defense of air bases are likely to endure.82  

 

 
81 For details of USAF Security Force innovations and combat operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, see Caudill, 
2014; and Caudill, 2019. 
82 For a detailed assessment of future threats, see Vick, 2015a; and Vick et al., 2020. 
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Appendix C. U.S. Marine Corps Force Design 2030: Process 
Lessons for USAF Planners 

To execute Joint All-Domain Operations (JADO) and Joint All-Domain Command & 

Control (JADC2) in contested environments, the USAF will need to implement systemic change, 

both in terms of capabilities and organizational processes. This will not be easy; institutional 

inertia in the USAF, other services, OSD, and Congress will resist change. Yet, as CSAF General 

Charles Q. Brown, Jr., observed in his recent “Accelerate Change or Lose” paper, mounting 

budgetary realities will force all the services to make difficult trade-offs in terms of end strength 

and capabilities. As the USAF refines its vision and future, the service should consider leveraging 

lessons from the USMC—where the Commandant of the Marine Corps (CMC) continues to 

aggressively implement an ambitious yet budget-neutral vision despite institutional resistance. 

Pivoting away from the long-held focus on joint forcible entry operations by two Marine 

Expeditionary Brigades, the USMC is proactively and fundamentally reimagining its 

service statutory role. Redefining the USMC as an expeditionary naval force, Force Design 
2030 emphasizes naval integration, modernization, and deterrence. Force Design 2030 
envisions a Fleet Marine Force optimized to support the naval force (USN and USMC) in 

achieving deterrence through sea control and sea denial. Consequently, recent naval  

concepts, such as DMO, LOCE, and EABO, have unsurprisingly stressed naval integration, 

distributed lethality, and the necessity of stand-in forces within the adversary’s weapon 

engagement zone.  

The table highlights major force structure changes. This significant institutional shift remains 

a work in progress and has admittedly drawn public criticism, yet the USMC has been forward-

leaning in embracing change—offering a model for other services to emulate.  

As the USAF leadership charts the future for the service, what insights might it apply from 

the USMC experience? Three lessons are worth considering: 

• Be anchored by a clear vision: The CMC articulated his vision in the 2019 Commandant’s 
Planning Guidance, while Force Design 2030 charted a four-phased process in realigning 

the service to the 2018 National Defense Strategy. USAF leadership has issued similar 

guidance in its JADO doctrine note and its most recent Annex 3-1—outlining foundational 

concepts and areas for change for the service. However, uncertainty remains over how the 

USAF will translate concept to practice. A clear and enduring vision from the CSAF will 

help anchor and unite the USAF as it makes difficult choices. 
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Table C.1. Key Proposed Changes in Force Design 2030 

Unit Type 
Current 
Force 

Proposed 
Force Delta 

Infantry battalions 24 21 –3 

Reserve infantry battalions 8 6 –2 

Cannon artillery batteries 21 5 –16 

Rocket artillery batteries 7 21 +14 

Bridging companies  3 0 –3 

Tank companies 7 0 –7 

Light armored reconnaissance companies  9 12 +3 

Assault amphibian companies 6 4 –2 

Fight attack squadrons 18 18a 0 

Tiltrotor squadrons (light, medium, heavy) 32 24 –8 

Unmanned aerial vehicle squadrons 3 5 +3 

SOURCE: “Force Design,” U.S. Marine Corps, March 2020, p. 7. 
a Although the number of squadrons is remaining the same, the number of aircraft per squadron is being reduced to 0. 

• Prepare for a shift in roles, mission, and functions: Emerging technologies and 

operational concepts will undoubtably spur a tumultuous period for RMFs. To return to 

its historical supporting role of exerting sea control, the USMC implemented difficult, 

controversial cuts in order to address key capacity shortfalls and to modernize LRS and 

IAMD capabilities. As a result, the service has already wholly eliminated its tank 

battalions and plans to reduce cannon artillery by 76 percent and the number of F-35s 

per squadron. This is accompanied by a 300 percent increase in rocket artillery and 

substantial efforts to bolster IAMD, including several joint Army-USMC IAMD 

projects like the Marine Air Defense Integrated System. Similarly, the USAF 

should consider emphasizing one or two core competencies, while divesting in 

legacy capabilities and peripheral responsibilities. This may involve a reduction in  

short-ranged tactical air platforms in exchange for an expansion in unmanned systems. 

Another option may involve ICBM divestment in order to modernize and bolster the 

long-range bomber force. Divestiture, both in responsibilities and capabilities, should not 

be resisted outright as the USAF proactively reshapes its RMFs. Otherwise, the USAF 

may fall victim to the demands of external pressures, propelled by historical disputes and 

new emerging challenges. 

• Cultivate and engage in robust public discourse: From its inception, strategic 

messaging and public discourse have been hallmarks of Force Design 2030. The CMC 

repeatedly explained his methodology and vision in official guidance and several public-

facing publications. But more importantly, Force Design 2030 has been marketed as an 

ongoing experiment, requiring both innovation and feedback from Marines to achieve 

success. This has spurred robust public discourse across ranks and specialties, ranging 

from a competition of ideas, counterproposals, and criticisms in the Marine Corps 
Gazette to educational wargames exploring the composition of the Marine Littoral 

Regiment at Marine Corps University. Likewise, cultivating lively participation by 

Airmen in JADO and JADC2 may prove instrumental. An open and persistent dialogue 

between USAF leadership and the wider USAF community, combatant and functional 
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commands, OSD, Congress, and the public will provide both momentum and diverse 

perspectives. The LeMay Center, which sits at the intersection of doctrine, concepts, and 

education, offers an opportune nexus of engagement for the USAF.  

The adoption of JADO and JADC2 will require a transformative pivot for the USAF, 

affecting everything from its philosophy to its capabilities. Entrenched mindsets, numerous 

established programs of record, and reluctant communities of practice will undoubtably resist 

change—across the service, the DoD, and Congress. Thus, in the face of such challenges, the 

USAF should equip itself with a clear strategic vision, a willingness to change and to implement 

difficult choices, and a commitment to leveraging both the energy and intellect of its Airmen. 
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Appendix D. Title 10 Service Responsibilities and Department 
of Defense Functions Identified in Department of Defense 
Directive 5100.01 

This appendix provides Table D.1, showing Title 10 service responsibilities, and Table D.2, 

showing DoD functions identified in DoDD 5100.01. For a more detailed overview, see 

Chapter 2.  

Table D.1. Title 10 Service Responsibilities 

Department  Service Title 10 Responsibilities 

Department 
of the Army 

U.S. Army “The United States Army includes land combat and service forces and such aviation 
and water transport as may be organic therein. It is organized, trained, and equipped 
primarily for prompt and sustained combat incident to operations on land . . . responsible 
for the preparation of land forces necessary for the effective prosecution of war except 
as otherwise assigned and, in accordance with integrated joint mobilization plans, for 
the expansion of the peacetime components of the Army to meet the needs of war.”  
(10 USC, Section 7062) 

DoN  USN “The Navy shall be organized, trained, and equipped primarily for prompt and sustained 
combat incident to operations at sea . . . responsible for the preparation of naval forces 
necessary for the effective prosecution of war except as otherwise assigned and, in 
accordance with integrated joint mobilization plans, for the expansion of the peacetime 
components of the Navy to meet the needs of war . . . shall include not less than  
11 operational aircraft carriers.” (10 USC, Section 8062) 

USMC “The Marine Corps . . . shall be so organized as to include not less than three combat 
divisions and three air wings, and such other land combat, aviation, and other services as 
may be organic therein. The Marine Corps shall be organized, trained, and equipped to 
provide fleet marine forces of combined arms, together with supporting air components, 
for service with the fleet in the seizure or defense of advanced naval bases and for the 
conduct of such land operations as may be essential to the prosecution of a naval 
campaign. In addition, the Marine Corps shall provide detachments and organizations 
for service on armed vessels of the Navy, shall provide security detachments for the 
protection of naval property at naval stations and bases, and shall perform such other 
duties as the President may direct. However, these additional duties may not detract from 
or interfere with the operations for which the Marine Corps is primarily organized.”  
(10 USC, Section 8063) 

DAF USAF “The United States Air Force includes all military aviation forces, both combat and 
service, not otherwise specifically assigned. It is organized, trained, and equipped 
primarily for prompt and sustained offensive and defensive air operations. It is 
responsible for the preparation of the air forces necessary for the effective prosecution 
of war except as otherwise assigned and, in accordance with integrated joint mobilization 
plans, for the expansion of the peacetime components of the Air Force to meet the 
needs of war.” (10 USC, Section 9062) 

USSF “The Space Force shall be organized, trained, and equipped to provide (1) freedom of 
operation for the United States in, from, and to space; and (2) prompt and sustained 
space operations.” (Public Law 116-92, National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal 
Year 2020, Section 9081.) 
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Department  Service Title 10 Responsibilities 
SOCOM “The commander of the special operations command . . . shall be responsible for, and 

shall have the authority to conduct, all affairs of such command relating to special 
operations activities. . . . The commander shall be responsible for—ensuring the 
combat readiness of forces; monitoring the preparedness to carry out assigned 
missions. . . . The commander shall be responsible for and shall have the authority to 
conduct the development and acquisition of special operations-peculiar equipment.” 
(10 USC, Section 167[e]) 

Table D.2. Functions Identified in Department of Defense Directive 5100.01 

Organization  Functions 

Department of 
the Army 

Principal land force for military engagement and security cooperation; deterring aggression 
and violence; compelling enemy behavioral change or compliance. Includes readiness model for 
sustainable supply of forces and surge capacity. 

U.S Army Prompt and sustained combined arms operations; AMD; airborne and air assault and amphibious 
operations; civil affairs operations; riverine operations; occupying territories for transfer of 
authority; interdicting enemy sea, space, airpower, and commands; logistics; support for space 
operations; authorized civil works programs; intratheater aeromedical evacuation; reconnaissance, 
surveillance, and target acquisition; operating land lines of communication.  

Department of 
the Navy 

Principal maritime force for global reach; persistent presence through forward-stationed and 
rotationally based forces, and operational flexibility; securing strategic access and retaining 
global freedom of action; strengthening existing and emerging alliances and partnerships; 
establishing favorable security conditions; deterring aggression, prosecuting full range of military 
operations. 

USN Offensive and defensive operations for sea control; power projection; ballistic missile defense; 
ocean, hydro, river survey and reconstruction; riverine operations; establishing, maintaining, and 
defending sea bases in support of naval, amphibious, land, air, or other joint operations as 
directed; naval expeditionary logistics; support for joint space operations; strategic nuclear 
deterrence. 

USMC Expeditionary force in readiness to seize and defend advanced naval bases or lodgments; 
provide CAS for ground forces; conduct land and air operations; conduct complex expeditionary 
operations; conduct amphibious operations, including engagement, crisis response, power 
projection operations to assure access; conduct security and stability operations; employ 
security detachments and units. 

Department of 
the Air Force 

Principal air and space forces to provide air, space, and cyberspace forces for prompt and 
sustained combat operations, military engagement, and security cooperation. Will provide 
global vigilance, global reach, and global power in the form of in-place, forward-based, and 
expeditionary forces. 

U.S. Air Force Strategic nuclear deterrence; offensive and defensive operations, to include air and missile 
defense; gaining and maintaining air superiority, air supremacy; global precision attack, to 
include strategic attack, interdiction, CAS, and prompt global strike; timely, global integrated ISR 
capability and capacity from forward-deployed locations and globally distributed centers; rapid 
global mobility; agile combat support; global personnel recovery; global integrated C2 for air and 
space operations.  

U.S. Space 
Force 

Freedom of operation for the United States in, from, and to space; prompt and sustained space 
operations; protect the interests of the United States in space; deter aggression in, from, and to 
space; conduct space operations. 

U.S. Special 
Operations 
Command 

Counterterrorism operations; counterproliferation of WMD; foreign internal defense; security 
force assistance (SFA); counterinsurgency; unconventional warfare; direct action; special 
reconnaissance; civil affairs operations; military information support operations; information 
operations; activities specified by the President or Secretary of Defense.  

NOTE: Words in boldface indicate shared functions. 
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