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For the brave men and women who defend us and protect our exceptional way of life


In Memory of Staff Sergeant Zachary Wobler and Sergeant Chris Pusateri


Killed in Action in Iraq, February 2005














rally point—


1.  An easily identifiable point on the ground at which units can reassemble and reorganize if they become dispersed;


2.  An easily identifiable point on the ground at which aircrews and passengers can assemble and reorganize following an incident requiring a forced landing.
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Gibson in Baghdad, Iraq, serving as Commander of the 2nd Battalion, 325th Airborne, in December 2004.





For the majority of Americans, the 2016 presidential campaign was not a positive experience. Both major candidates were deeply unpopular, with unfavorable ratings well above 50 percent. That is unprecedented in American politics. Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton were widely viewed as divisive and dismissive of large swaths of the electorate. Given the results of this election, Americans are deeply divided and uncertain about the direction of the country and wonder whether we can come together to tackle our significant challenges.


Donald Trump won the presidency, and for conservatives that presents opportunities and challenges. First, however, we must recognize this stark reality: We are not only a nation divided—as Republicans we are also a party divided. I am not interested in pointing fingers and assigning blame. The purpose of this book is to unify and grow our conservative ranks so that we rally the nation around our principles, consistently win elections, and earn the trust of the American people to stay the course with our solutions.


The United States was an exceptional nation at birth, different from the rest of the world because we believed in God-given natural rights and were bold enough to establish a government that protected those rights with the citizen in charge. Today we are still that exceptional nation, and I am confident that if we find our voice and rally the American people, we will bring forward the solutions required to restore the American dream and revitalize our republic. The key is focus, and for that we need leadership.


As conservatives, we must lay out a positive vision for America. That plan must accomplish five essential tasks:




•  Strengthen our national security


•  Restore founding principles


•  Promote a flourishing life


•  Keep faith


•  Unify and grow the movement





Over the next five chapters, I address those challenges. In chapter one, I make the case for a “peace through strength” grand strategy that restores deterrence, defeats terrorists, and advances U.S. interests through diplomacy and a thriving economy. In chapter two, I define the “Spirit of Philadelphia” demonstrating how that founding and its covenants and compromises helped facilitate peace and prosperity at home and eventually elevated us to a world superpower. I also show how deviating from founding principles over time caused significant challenges and national disunity, before concluding with recommendations for revitalizing our democracy. In chapter three, I lay out a plan to unleash economic growth so that all Americans can enjoy the American Dream. In chapter four, I explain why keeping faith in God, ourselves, our family, friends, and community is so central to a flourishing American future. Chapter five provides a political blueprint for unifying and growing the conservative movement so that we can rally and lift up the country. I conclude the book with analysis of the 2016 presidential election, President Trump, and the future of the GOP, invoking our first Republican president, Abraham Lincoln, to tackle the formidable challenges ahead.


We are all products of our experiences. I am no different. This book reflects over fifty years of experience from the “School of Hard Knocks.” I grew up in a working-class family in upstate New York, the oldest of a family of four children raised in the Irish Catholic tradition. Not surprisingly given our background, my parents were Democrats. All of our family had been Democrats since arriving from the old country—I was the first Republican, for reasons I will explain later.


I enlisted as a private in the infantry of the New York Army National Guard in 1981 at the age of seventeen, motivated to protect and defend this cherished way of life. I made the transition from enlisted man to officer through the ROTC program at nearby Siena College (a small Catholic college), and went on to serve twenty-four more years in the regular Army. Like nearly everyone in the military over that period, I served multiple combat tours (four to be exact) in the Middle East, a NATO peace enforcement deployment in the Balkans, a humanitarian relief operation in Haiti, and a counterdrug operation in the southwestern United States.


Two great Americans, battle-hardened paratroopers Sergeant Chris Pusateri and Staff Sergeant Zachary Wobler, were killed in Iraq while serving under my command in the 82nd Airborne Division. I will tell their story of courage and sacrifice in these pages. Dozens more were wounded in action, including some grievously. I was wounded myself (fortunately not seriously) while leading these brave paratroopers. Like our brothers and sisters before us in previous wars, none of us who served over there came home the same person. We were fundamentally changed by these experiences. Our country is still coming to grips with this reality in the midst of extensive efforts to help our veterans make the transition.


In some ways, my military experience reinforced who I was from childhood. I am deeply spiritual and reflective. I believe fervently in American exceptionalism, and I remain grateful—thankful that I was born American. I feel as if I won the lottery, by birthright a recipient of the American dream. I have lived that dream.


My combat experience also informed, and significantly influenced, my actions for six years as a member of the U.S. House of Representatives. Throughout that time I was a committed and passionate voice for reform. I am not wearing rose-tinted glasses. I see the problems that exist in our country today. As a U.S. representative, I listened carefully to my constituents. I understand their concerns and know their deep desire for change. Many Americans feel that our political system is rigged for moneyed interests and those with political connections to the nation’s elite. Ordinary American citizens believe this system no longer works for them. They are right. It is past time to “drain the swamp.”


We must fight for change that restores founding principles and promotes a flourishing life for all Americans. I’ve written this book to help in that cause, explaining how we can promote and secure liberty and reform the economy so that it works for everyone, including working-class families like the one I grew up in.


Influenced by the Founders, I’m a strong believer in a government “of the people, by the people, for the people.” We were never intended to have a permanent political class. Accordingly, I self-imposed term limits and recently completed my time in Congress. Still, I remain passionate about our nation and want to help us find our voice to rally this great nation so that the twenty-first century is our best century yet. Toward that end, I appreciate your willingness to read this book and hope that you will keep faith in our exceptional way of life and join me in fighting for this worthy cause.


Chris Gibson


Kinderhook, New York


June 1, 2017
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Practice Peace through Strength


The High Personal Cost of Freedom


In many ways, Army sergeant Chris Pusateri was a typical paratrooper. An adventurous, avid outdoorsman from upstate New York, Chris exuded confidence, competence, and enjoyed life. He was a good soldier.


As a battalion commander in the 82nd Airborne Division, I had approximately nine hundred of these dedicated Americans organized under my charge in Iraq. I became acquainted with Chris in the fall of 2004 as our battalion was intensively training for possible deployment to Iraq when we assumed Division Ready Force (DRF) status around Thanksgiving. Chris walked up to me in the chow hall one day to ask about my earlier experiences in the 10th Mountain Division, a unit stationed at Fort Drum near Watertown, New York, approximately three hours from Chris’s hometown of Painted Post. Chris was interested in being posted closer to home where he could hunt and fish with his high school buddies on weekends. He knew that I had served with the 10th Mountain Division from 2000 to 2002 and wanted my advice on whether he should reenlist in the Army after his initial term ended in less than a year.


I was struck by the careful manner in which Pusateri approached me. Like all Army units, the 82nd Airborne Division placed command emphasis and great pride in seeing their soldiers reenlist for “present duty station.” Indeed, “Stay 82nd” paraphernalia (shirts, fleeces, pens, notebooks, and so on) was replete in all local reenlistment offices up and down Ardennes Street at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where battalions of that storied unit maintain barracks to this day. The intent was clear—persuade paratroopers to remain in the division.


Chris was no doubt aware of that pressure. After he broached the topic of a possible reenlistment option of assignment at Fort Drum, he quickly stated, “Is that disloyal, sir?” I assured him it was not. While I certainly welcomed his reenlistment with our unit, for the bigger picture of an Army at war, what was most important was that we kept him in boots. I then told him about the 10th Mountain Division—it was a tremendous place to serve. Living in the “North Country” of upstate New York was also an immensely enjoyable experience for a person raised in that state, and an experience we shared. Shortly after that, Pusateri reenlisted for Fort Drum and the Army put in motion the orders that would return him to New York early in the coming year.


That was early November 2004. Things change rapidly in the 82nd Airborne Division. Right after Thanksgiving, our battalion was alerted for immediate deployment to Iraq to reinforce “Route Irish,” the highway between the Baghdad airport and the Green Zone, the center of government. That area was the scene of dozens of insurgent vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED) attacks. Senior military leaders in Iraq, including the local brigade commander, Colonel Mark Milley (now General Milley, the chief of staff of the Army), and at the Pentagon were intent on defeating these deadly insurgent cells so that the first-ever free elections in Iraq could be conducted safely at the end of January.


Within twenty-four hours of alert notification, our first element was en route to Iraq. The outload of the Division Ready Force can be a very challenging and stressful experience. The logistics plan is ambitious, with little margin for delay or error. As boxes and pallets are prepared and sent to the airfield for overseas movement, paratroopers go through final medical and personnel screening (updating shots and legal documents as necessary), and leaders begin an intensive planning phase for operations. It is a hectic environment to say the least. In that frenzy, I received word through Pusateri’s company commander, Captain Joe Blanton, and First Sergeant Greg Nowak that Chris wanted to tear up his reenlistment contract so he could deploy to Iraq with his fellow paratroopers. He did not think it was right for his friends to go forward into combat while he stayed behind so he could transfer stations to Fort Drum.


This was a serious request. As busy as we were, it was important to get that decision right. I asked my command sergeant major, Richard Flowers, a charismatic leader from Brooklyn, New York, to assemble the entire chain of command, including Pusateri, so that we could talk directly with him and hear from his frontline supervisors. Two hours later we assembled in my office. Pusateri once again impressed me. He communicated very clearly, respectfully, and decisively that it was his strongest desire to deploy with us, and that he wanted his reenlistment papers torn up or deferred. His chain of command was unanimous in support. I approved the action. It was done—Pusateri would deploy with us, and upon our return he would report to Fort Drum.


“Pusa,” as he was affectionately known to his fellow paratroopers of Delta Company, was always there for his buddies, and his last day on earth was no different. It was February 16, 2005, and we were in Mosul, northern Iraq. After serving for about a month securing Route Irish in Baghdad, we had been sent with no notice to reinforce Mosul after the deadly mess hall bombing there just before Christmas. Throughout our time there, our battalion was in constant combat with determined insurgent cells.


In the early morning hours of that fated day, Sergeant Pusateri finished an all-night shift standing security watch on the third floor of a three-story building on the eastern side of the Tigris River and at about 6:00 a.m. was settling in with his sleeping bag for some much-needed rest. At roughly 6:30 a.m., a major gunfight broke out. At that point, Chris could have stayed in his sleeping bag, because we had enough firepower at the site to defeat the enemy attack. Paratroopers, however, are known for their initiative, and instead, Sergeant Pusateri sprang into action, putting on his battle gear and moving to a position on the roof to help secure the flank of one of his buddies. During this gunfight, the enemy was firing an RPK machine gun with armor-piercing incendiary rounds, and they penetrated the concrete wall protecting Pusateri. One round hit the butt of his rifle and ricocheted, making contact with Pusateri’s jaw before moving to the back of his skull.


We did everything we could. Chris was treated by our medics and quickly moved to the Mosul Field Hospital, where he was stabilized and prepared for helicopter transport to Balad—the highest level of medical care in theater. We needed to move him there because unless he could undergo an advanced medical procedure to temporarily remove part of his skull to allow room for the brain to swell and then naturally retract after treatment and time, he could not survive. Our medical professionals swiftly stabilized Chris and he was placed on the helicopter.


Tragically, Pusateri died of his wounds while in the air.


The next day, as I prepared for his memorial ceremony, I learned that Sergeant Chris Pusateri had been born on the Fourth of July (1983). That struck me as apt—he was red, white, and blue to the core.


Where do we find soldiers like these?


Staff Sergeant Zachary Wobler was a natural leader, well known and admired throughout our battalion. Deadly accurate with a rifle, he may have been our best sniper. Among his many talents, he was also a gifted guitar player and wrote interesting, funny (and sometimes colorful) songs, which our paratroopers loved. His wit was as lethal as his marksmanship—no one in the chain of command was safe from his hijinks and irreverent limericks.


Born in Snowflake, Virginia, before moving with his father to Ohio for high school, Zach possessed a strong intellect. I’m convinced he could have attended one of our nation’s best colleges. He chose to enlist in the Army instead. In 2002, he was chosen over more than fifteen thousand talented others as the 82nd Airborne Division’s “Paratrooper of the Year.” At the ceremony in his honor, when he was interviewed by the local paper, the Fayetteville Observer, about this high achievement, Zach credited his father, who Wobler said “was big on honesty. That’s one thing that was drilled into our family when I was young.” When asked about the ongoing war and his thoughts on potential deployment, Wobler stated that “nobody knows ’til it comes down to it whether you are ready or not.” The next February he found out. He deployed and took part in the invasion of Iraq in March 2003. His performance was exemplary. He rose quickly within the ranks. During our deployment for Operation Iraqi Freedom II, he was already a staff sergeant and held the important responsibilities of scout sniper team leader attached to our Charlie Company.


Through the hard work of Wobler and all of our paratroopers, Mosul stabilized and the election came off safely. The city’s residents turned out in large numbers to participate in their future. Watching the Iraqis stand up to Al Qaeda was a powerfully emotional experience. Al Qaeda had threatened to kill those who voted. The Iraqi people are proud and courageous, and that threat inspired many to vote who might not have otherwise participated. To reduce potential voter fraud, the Iraqi government decided to have all voters dip a finger in purple ink after voting so that individuals would be deterred from trying to vote twice. Little did they know that this requirement would provide the opportunity for Iraqis to visibly spurn Al Qaeda, proudly displaying their colorful, visible sign for democratic participation at post-election rallies and photo opportunities. It gave new meaning to giving terrorists the finger.


Shortly thereafter, our brigade commander, Colonel (now four-star general) Bob Brown repositioned our battalion to help set the conditions of success for the newly elected Iraqi government preparing to take charge. Mosul’s streets were still very dangerous, and at six foot five, Brown was a towering presence who inspired them in a way that reminded me of President Lincoln, who at six-four also stood out as he walked unsafe streets during the Civil War. Brown was a former Army basketball player under legendary Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski, a West Point graduate himself who in the late 1970s managed the West Point squad. Brown maintained his relationship with Coach K over the years, and that Christmas, Krzyzewski sent more than five thousand care packages to Mosul for all of his former player’s soldiers. Sometimes it’s the little things in life that make a big difference. That gesture engendered tremendous goodwill and lifted all of our spirits during a difficult time. Meanwhile, the enemy, still reeling from our victory over them in January’s battles, continued to aggressively attack in an effort to regain the initiative. These actions took a toll on us, including on February 6, 2005, the day we lost Staff Sergeant Zachary Wobler.


That day began well. Wobler’s sniper team, from a covered and concealed overwatch position they had established the previous night, surprised a pair of insurgents attempting to emplace improvised explosive devices (IEDs) on one of the main roads in east Mosul. Wobler and his team shot them both at a distance of about two hundred meters, immediately killing one and wounding the second.


According to the protocols of the Geneva Convention and the Law of Land Warfare, once an enemy soldier is incapacitated from wounds, he is no longer a combatant, and, seeing the wounded enemy crawling on the ground, Wobler’s team moved from their positions toward the insurgent. When they got to him, it was clear he was badly wounded. They moved him off the road to an alley for treatment. At that point, a vehicle containing what we believe was the IED team’s security force drove by at a high rate of speed down the road. When they were perpendicular with the alley where Wobler and his team were performing first aid on the wounded enemy soldier, two insurgents inside the vehicle delivered a burst of AK-47 rounds. One of those rounds hit Staff Sergeant Wobler in the side (missing both the front and back body armor plates that could have saved his life), severely damaging internal organs. As his paratrooper buddies began to perform first aid on him, Wobler insisted he not be evacuated. He wanted to remain on the battlefield leading his paratroopers. Despite his protestations, the Charlie Company first sergeant quickly overruled him and ordered his immediate evacuation to the Mosul Field Hospital. The doctors there did all they could for Wobler, but in the end he died of his wounds.


In the attempt to save the life of an enemy soldier, Staff Sergeant Zachary Wobler lost his own. Like those of Pusateri, Wobler’s actions were courageous and selfless. It is important to tell their stories so that all Americans can appreciate their sacrifices.


In the days that followed, our battalion was able to kill the insurgents who took Wobler’s and Pusateri’s lives. Through a series of effective counterinsurgent operations in February and March 2005, we destroyed that enemy cell and stabilized our zone of Mosul. It came at a high price—our battalion had two killed in action (Pusateri and Wobler) and thirty-one wounded in action.


I will never forget those days in Iraq. Whenever I hear someone say, “Freedom isn’t free,” I think of Pusateri and Wobler. These young men lived their lives with integrity, dedicated to a cause greater than themselves. In their loss, they left holes in their families that will never be filled. Wobler left behind a beautiful baby girl, Trinity—barely three years old when her father was killed in action. In 2017, she will be fifteen years old, but her dad will not get to see her attend the high school prom, will not get the opportunity to walk her down the aisle someday.


Over time, I got to know Zach’s mom, Jeanette Poston, and stepdad, Tim, as they were gracious enough to attend our memorial ceremonies and 82nd Airborne Division reunion events held annually during the last week of May. I first met them the day we got back from Iraq, although I was unaware that they had traveled to Fort Bragg to greet us. An amazing, selfless couple, they thought it was important to be there to welcome home all of Zach’s buddies returning from war.


I had just dismissed the formation so that my paratroopers and I could enjoy the reunion celebration among our family and friends when Jeanette walked up. I was surprised and speechless, unable to find the right words to express my sorrow. I just hugged her while we both teared up. I was struck by her generosity and remarkable courage. She had lost her son to this war such a short time before, and now she was standing there among all the families to welcome the rest of us home. She could tell how badly I felt and sensed my awkwardness, reaching for my hand to reassure me. That kindness in the face of such personal sorrow was unbelievable. I wondered if I could do the same confronted with that tragedy. In that moment, I learned from Jeanette a lifetime’s worth of grace and magnanimity. I’ve periodically stayed in touch with the Postons over the years and have greatly appreciated their encouragement for my congressional service. They are strong patriots who fiercely believe in this cherished way of life.


Similarly, I remember one of Pusateri’s family members, a very young boy about seven years old, crying at the memorial ceremony we had for both of our fallen heroes at the Airborne and Special Operations Museum in Fayetteville, North Carolina, later in the summer of 2005. It was a surreal experience—an entire formation of hardened paratroopers standing at rigid attention as we honored Pusateri, and when this boy cried, there seemed like nothing in the world that could fix that or even make it better for him. Pusateri’s widow, Christine, only nineteen years old, was understandably overwhelmed by the whole ordeal.


Sometimes fate works in ways beyond our comprehension. The Pusateris’ family dog had just given birth to several very excitable young pups craving attention. This proved especially challenging for Christine. My wife, Mary Jo, and our executive officer Major Peter Wilhelm’s wife, Erica, stepped in to help. We each adopted one of those puppies. Today, we still have Falcon (we called him that in honor of our brigade, which carries “Falcon” as its nickname), and every time I look at him, I’m reminded of Chris and the heavy price of freedom.


In the summer of 2016, I had the opportunity to visit Pusateri’s grave. Many emotions came flooding back while I was kneeling at the gravesite. I reflected on all that had changed since the fateful day in February 2005, and wondered where Pusateri would have been today if he were still alive. Ultimately, I couldn’t escape the painful sadness. Before I departed, I left one of my congressional coins on Chris’s headstone. Shortly thereafter, his widow, Christine, posted on my congressional Facebook page expressing gratitude for the coin. I sent a private message in response and we subsequently had a nice phone conversation. It was great to be back in contact and to learn she was well. I stayed in touch with Chris’s mom, Brenda West, for a number of years too, including exchanging emails on the anniversary of losing Chris. I always appreciated her strength and stoicism. We must always remember these heroes and honor their families’ sacrifices on behalf of all of us.


I share these stories for two reasons. First, to personalize the stark reality that there is a high cost associated with the use of force. Accordingly, it is paramount that policymakers know what they are doing. These decisions require careful examination and consideration. It is wrong when political leaders make glib statements about impending military operations without really understanding the nature of warfare and the consequences of their words. War is always hard. It is sometimes necessary but should always be a last resort. Political leaders need to listen carefully to those with experience. Military leaders owe their civilian bosses candid assessments—information, analysis, and advice. Policymakers ignore their input at peril. The lives of Americans like Pusateri and Wobler, and countless others, are on the line. We must get these decisions right.


The second reason I share these stories is to communicate how these heartbreaking experiences have affected me. My duty in Iraq has changed me in many ways, both personally and professionally. I am more in touch with my emotions. I am more present in the moment and strengthened in my faith. I am also more methodical in my personal decision making. Professionally, I am more tempered in my views regarding the use of military force.


The Social Contract


To be clear, these experiences did not make me a pacifist. We must defend our freedom. I am a realist, grounded with a deep appreciation for history, which informs me that the best way to keep the peace while preserving our liberty is to deter potential adversaries with strong military preparation. As English philosopher Edmund Burke once stated, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil in the world is for good men to do nothing.”


Society forms to provide for security. Enlightenment philosophers Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and John Locke all waxed eloquent on the “social contract,” stating that the reason man leaves the state of nature and volitionally enters into civil society is to reduce vulnerability. There also is safety in numbers. The more individuals who join a security arrangement, the more formidable the alliance appears, potentially deterring attacks from other groups. Logically, this is the basis for forming government—to establish a security arrangement that protects those joining from the specter of a violent death.


The Declaration of Independence is our social contract. In it our Founders boldly asserted that as humans we have God-given natural rights. Governments are created by men to secure these rights, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. From this it is clear—the first function of government is to protect its people and their rights.


The Founders believed we could achieve security through deterrence. One of our earliest mottos was “Don’t tread on me.” What was implied was, “If you don’t tread on us, we won’t tread on you.” In his farewell address, President George Washington reinforced that approach, warning against foreign entanglements that could drag us into unnecessary wars. Geography helped. The two large oceans between us and Europe and Asia kept us out of wars on those continents in the nineteenth century, and once Great Britain became an ally after the Treaty of Ghent, their superior navy augmented ours and significantly strengthened U.S. deterrence. For most of our history, “peace through strength” has been an effective approach for American national security.


In recent years, however, we have departed from this approach and have been too quick to use military force. The influence of “neoconservative” thinking favoring preemptive use of force has led to mistakes in places like Iraq and Libya. We must learn from these experiences and return to founding principles.


Thus our first task is to return to “peace through strength.” We must move away from neoconservative foreign policy approaches. I have a theory about such things. Anytime you have to put a prefix (like “neo-”) in front of a word to describe a thing, it’s no longer that original thing. In fact, “neoconservative” foreign policy is not conservative at all. This philosophical approach, advanced by both the George W. Bush and Obama administrations, militarizes foreign policy and squanders, not conserves, precious resources. Bush invaded Iraq and Obama attacked Libya. Both of these were wars of choice, pursuing foreign regime change without provocation. That is not the American way. The consequences have been staggering in American lives and financial cost. We’re now $20 trillion in debt, which threatens the republic, and we have a generation of veterans with physical and mental health issues who will need our support for the next fifty years. After all this, we are not much safer, if at all. Additionally, after more than fifteen years of persistent combat, our military is now worn out and must be reconstituted to restore deterrence. In some ways, our current situation is similar to 1979, when U.S. deterrence was weakened by lower readiness levels before President Reagan revitalized the military.


Reagan the Disrupter


President Reagan campaigned for the highest office in our land as a critic of the prevailing wisdom of that day—the bipartisan consensus for “détente.” Advanced by Presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter, this approach mainly involved extensive negotiations with our chief competitor, the Soviet Union, to limit strategic and conventional weapons. Reagan argued that we were not in a strong position to do so and looked desperate for an agreement, and therefore any outcome from détente would be detrimental to our interests. He disrupted conventional thinking, essentially arguing that détente was a national security approach of “peace through weakness.”


Reagan proposed instead scrapping détente, building up U.S. military capability, shoring up our alliances, and then reapproaching the USSR, negotiating from a position of strength. The reaction to this was swift and critical. Opponents from both political parties cast him as dangerously naïve and a threat to world peace. Yet in the face of that challenge and with the mainstream media and the pundit class further denigrating him, Reagan persisted—ever the “happy warrior” for freedom.


The late 1970s were difficult for our country. President Jimmy Carter had low favorability ratings due to widespread disaffection over low economic performance and a perception of U.S. weakness abroad (the Iran hostage crisis reinforced that view). This contributed to Reagan’s decisive victory in 1980, and he immediately went to work to turn things around. Reagan’s leadership personally inspired me. I enlisted shortly after he was inaugurated to be part of this cause of restoring American strength and respect around the world.


Over the next eight years President Reagan led our country and the world to a better place. In 1985, once U.S. military capability and readiness were restored, he returned to the negotiating table and won decisive concessions from the Soviets. We went beyond limiting, to reducing strategic and conventional arms, without giving up the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), a new program designed to protect us from incoming intercontinental ballistic missiles. With these bold diplomatic moves, Reagan seized the initiative. Throughout the late 1980s, the Soviets tried desperately to keep up with us, but the weight of their failing economy, exacerbated by the cost of financing combat operations in Afghanistan, required major readjustments in Warsaw Pact security policy, including the loosening of their control over Eastern and Central Europe. This emboldened democratic movements throughout the Warsaw Pact, including the Solidarity movement in Poland, which sensed real opportunity for seismic political change. Soviet “glasnost” reform policies designed to shore up political support for communist rule while staving off bankruptcy eventually backfired. With a taste of freedom, people throughout the Soviet bloc pressured for an end to communism.


I saw all of this up close and personal. My first duty assignment in the regular Army was with the Berlin Brigade from 1986 to 1989, and I was only fifty yards away from President Reagan when he gave his famous speech at the Berlin Wall challenging Soviet leader Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.” It was a truly incredible moment. Upon hearing him utter those words, I remember thinking, “Wow, that was a powerful statement.” Then my next thought was, “But that will never happen in my lifetime.” How wrong I turned out to be, as only two and a half years later the Berlin Wall came down, marking the end of an era.


I learned two important lessons from that experience. First, “peace through strength” works. It’s highly unlikely that détente would have produced those stunning positive results. Second, what a remarkable difference one person—with a powerful vision, strong communication skills, and the moral courage to lead—can make. An interesting postscript only reinforces this point. Years later, when I was assigned as a national security affairs fellow with the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, I met Reagan’s speechwriter for the Berlin event. Peter Robinson, a Dartmouth graduate and Hoover fellow, shared with me that Reagan had written that powerful line into one of the early drafts of the speech. Concerned that it was too confrontational, senior White House staff removed it. That dynamic continued over several subsequent drafts. Every time the line was deleted, Reagan resolutely penciled it back in. He held his ground, and in the end it stayed. To this day, that direct challenge, and the results it yielded in ending the Cold War, is considered among his finest achievements. That’s leadership.
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With a disposable camera, I snapped this photo of President Reagan in Berlin, June 1987, challenging Soviet leader Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.”





No More Vietnams


Since “neoconservatives” sometimes inaccurately claim President Reagan as among their adherents, one more vignette is needed to clarify the record—the American experience in Lebanon in 1983. I was a freshman at Siena College then and enrolled in the Army ROTC program while simultaneously a member of the New York Army National Guard. I remember vividly the contentious debate on campus about U.S. policy toward Lebanon. President Reagan had sent a sizable U.S. Marine Corps contingent to Beirut in an attempt to establish peace among the warring factions in that country’s civil war. In October, things went very badly. Hezbollah, a new terrorist group at the time, pulled off a devastating suicide attack against our Marine barracks, killing 241 U.S. service members.


Americans were shocked, saddened, and in disbelief. Many on our campus and across the country expected Reagan to escalate in Lebanon. He did just the opposite. Cognizant of our recent history in Vietnam, and appreciating the complexity of the Middle East, he pulled our troops out. While this decision initially seemed to his critics to be out of character, they fundamentally misunderstood Reagan’s approach to national security. He did not want to get us involved in a protracted land war in the Middle East that could cost many American lives and significantly drain the treasury when at the end of all that investment we might end up no better than when we started. Instead, he painfully cut his losses. Even in the midst of crisis, Reagan never lost perspective that winning the Cold War was the top priority for our national security and freedom. It was a wise decision to avoid another Vietnam, although he took a political hit at the time for withdrawing from Lebanon. Years later, when the Berlin Wall came down and the Soviet Union dissolved, it was clear—Reagan was right. Through his leadership and commitment to peace through strength, ultimately we became safer and more prosperous.


Defining Deterrence


The “peace through strength” approach places much weight on the complex subject of deterrence. For clarity, then, some definitions are in order. While large books have been written on it in the past, there is a simple explanation for deterrence and why nations act the way they do. I’ll use North Korea to illustrate. Although there has been a truce in place since 1954 that suspended the Korean War, a long-term peace treaty has never been reached. North Korea’s strongest preference would be a treaty that unites their country with South Korea under unified communist control. Given that desire, why does North Korea not attack South Korea? Because they are nice guys? Certainly, there is no evidence for that. North Korea does not attack South Korea (for the moment, anyway) because they believe the costs outweigh the benefits of such a course of action. That’s deterrence.


For deterrence to work, national leaders must be able to acquire and process information and make determinations about costs and benefits for potential courses of action. They must also be able to perceive the status of their competitors’ military and nonmilitary power and, in the Delphic sense, their own. Transparency is essential to keeping the peace. Nations unable to perceive the strength of a potential adversary could escalate out of fear, potentially provoking an unnecessary war.


When assessing strength, two broad factors matter—capability and will. Capability includes all elements of national power—military, diplomatic, economic, and informational. For deterrence, what matters is perceived capability. Of course, if deterrence fails and nations fight each other, only actual capability matters. Thus nations that bluff about their capabilities take on significant (potentially catastrophic) risk. At the same time, when improvements to capability are developed, it is in a nation’s best interest to ensure that others know it. That is why it is common practice to invite potential adversaries to major training exercises. These actions strengthen deterrence.


Capability alone, however, does not achieve deterrence. A nation must possess the requisite will to employ that capability, if necessary. The fact is, if you have capability and do not have will, you don’t have deterrence. Likewise, if you have will but don’t have capability, you don’t have deterrence. Expressions of national will come from both a nation’s leaders and its people. For leaders, “video must equal audio.” What you do has to match with what you say and vice versa. If a national leader draws a line in the sand and then doesn’t enforce it, national will is weakened. Likewise, if a national leader expresses a position and potential adversaries don’t perceive support for that position among the nation’s people, that also undermines the perception of will (think the American experience in Vietnam after the Tet offensive).


The reality for the United States today is that our deterrence is lacking in both categories—capability and will. This atrophying of deterrence explains why we seem to have so many hot spots around the world. We are facing strategic challenges simultaneously from Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran.


Understanding deterrence in this way, one can see why switching to an isolationist approach in the face of these challenges is not the right decision for our country. Diplomatic disengagement gives the perception of diminished national will, weakening deterrence, potentially engendering more aggression on the part of our adversaries. Over the past decade, weakened U.S. deterrence has already hurt some of our friends and allies, like Ukraine, Georgia, Israel, and the Philippines, who have suffered aggression from Russia in the first two cases, and Hamas and China in the third and fourth. If trends of weakness and appeasement persist, deterrence could fail, leading to war. We’ve learned that much from history. The desperate effort to keep the peace at all costs was the reasoning behind the Munich Agreement in 1938, but that did not stop Hitler. In the end, failing to confront aggression led to war.


For successful deterrence, we need to restore capability and will and get the judgment right. We should reject both preemption and isolation. Both are bad choices when it comes to maximizing our liberty and security. This is exactly why as conservatives we must lead. We must restore founding principles that support peace through strength.


Sun Tzu—Still Relevant


For deterrence to work we must understand the relative strengths and weaknesses of potential adversaries, friends, and ourselves. Many centuries ago the Chinese military strategist and philosopher Sun Tzu exhorted, “Know your enemy.” That still holds true today, and the current global landscape is daunting. The list of serious competitors and potential adversaries includes Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran. Beyond these nation-states, we face existential threats from radical Islamic terrorists and our own national debt.


Russia, arguably our most dangerous and aggressive potential foe, has made significant improvements in both its conventional and strategic forces in recent years. Russia’s new main battle tank rivals our own, replete with advanced guns, optics, maneuverability, and protection. It is formidable in any fight. Additionally, Russia has improved the way it develops human talent. Unlike the Soviets I trained to face as a young Army officer in Europe in the late 1980s, the new Russian army emphasizes leader development and soldier initiative. Doctrine, too, has evolved—it is much more aggressive, taking advantage of improvements in human talent and technology. The Russian leader, Vladimir Putin, plays up nationalism, relying on external threats to keep control over his people. He has also shown a willingness to use newer capabilities, including the cyber domain, to wage hybrid warfare in places like Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria, and intimidation tactics in the Baltics. It is clear—U.S. deterrence is not working with Russia.


China surprised the Obama administration when in 2009 it started more aggressive naval activity in the South China Sea. The Chinese have followed that up with statements and actions (their so-called South China Sea “nine-dash line” policy) that encroach on the territorial seas and economic claims of regional neighbors, including the Philippines. Even after an unfavorable international court decision, China remains defiant and committed to moving forward with militarizing man-made “islands” in the Spratly chain. The Obama administration’s response (the “pivot to the Asia-Pacific”) has not worked. China continues to modernize its military and expand its offensive capabilities (including aircraft carriers) and has specialized in advanced antiship missiles that threaten our naval assets. All of these actions create “anti-access” challenges for us as we pursue our economic interests in that region and fulfill our treaty obligations with our allies. All that said, I do not believe we are destined to fight China, but for the purposes of assessing deterrence now, it’s clear it is failing.


China’s dysfunctional cousin, North Korea, remains a major problem for us, the region, and the world. Since the 1990s, our government has engaged in diplomatic activities intended to convince North Korea to give up its nuclear program in return for economic assistance and an invitation to join the community of nations. Despite these efforts, every so often we end up in crisis over further expansion of that North Korean nuclear weapons program. Not surprising, given our weakening capability and will, we are in one of those strategic moments now. North Korea has test-fired missiles that have landed close to Japanese shores and has had occasional skirmishes with the South Korean military. North Korean leader Kim Jong-un defies everyone, including the United States and China, and continues to mistreat his own people. They are on a perilous path toward potential armed conflict, and efforts to deter them have not been successful to date.


Finally, Iran continues to be a challenge. Its leaders have declared us the “Great Satan” of the world and have stated that they want to wipe Israel off the face of the earth. Given this regime’s track record of exporting terrorism in Lebanon and Yemen, extensive support for Hezbollah, and its military activities in Syria, Iraq, and other quarters of the globe, Iran must be confronted. In 2015, the Obama administration concluded an agreement with Iran to limit its nuclear weapons program. In the Congress, I opposed that deal, because verification provisions were weak and the agreement did not prevent Iran from supporting terrorism with the over $150 billion they would get from it. This agreement will only get worse over time and we already know it did not change Iranian views of us. The day after they ratified the agreement, Iran’s supreme leader told his nation that nothing has changed. To them, we remain Satan. Their disdain for us was on display several months later when they took our sailors hostage—humiliating us on the world stage. Meanwhile, Iran continues rogue ballistic missile testing and modernization of their military. Unfortunately, here too, deterrence is not working.
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While potential adversaries take advantage of our weakened position, we are also facing some threats that cannot be deterred. Transnational actors such as terrorist organizations and organized crime syndicates gain no benefits from a stabilized international order, and some like Al Qaeda and the Islamic State seek to destroy civilization so it can be replaced with a worldwide caliphate under Sharia law.


Just as it is a false choice to think that isolationism will preserve our liberty against aggressive nation-states, it is also a false choice to think we can just ignore radical Islamic terrorism. As Trotsky once opined, “You may not be interested in war, but war is interested in you.” These jihadist organizations have declared war on us and are acting accordingly. We have no choice but to fight them and win. Later, after I describe what must be done to deter Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran, I will explain how to defeat the radical Islamic terrorists.
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We also face an existential threat in our national debt. Former chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen when testifying before the Armed Services Committee described the national debt as the number one threat to our national security. The top priority of government is to protect its people and their rights, but if we go into a debt spiral causing national bankruptcy, then life as we know it will cease to exist. Clearly, then, these are coequal priorities. We must at once strengthen our national security to protect our liberties and get back to a balanced budget.


Toward that end, here are some important facts. President Obama’s fiscal year 2017 defense budget request was $100 billion less than what he had projected for that year back in fiscal year 2012. This means at least two things. First, to those who desire to cut the defense budget to help get back to a balanced budget—we’ve already done that substantially. That $100 billion figure represents a 15 percent reduction from a planned $700 billion to roughly $600 billion for fiscal year 2017. Second, although I am a committed defense reformer and budget deficit hawk, I believe this reduction has been just too steep. We overshot the target and now need to right-size the defense budget by increasing it approximately $30 billion a year for the next five years. That is why for the past two years I helped House leadership build bipartisan support to reverse the Obama administration’s cuts to defense. We succeeded in adding back in over $20 billion in each year. Going forward, the Trump administration wants to lift the sequester for defense spending, and I support that move. As we work to improve readiness, we need more certainty to properly plan and allocate resources. Changes in the world since 2012 warrant such action.


Given that defense investments will need to rise over the next five years, it is paramount that Congress scrutinize Pentagon management and force more reforms upon them to ensure we are getting maximum value for each dollar and to find savings wherever possible. Indeed, according to a 2016 report in the Washington Post, outside consultants claim to have found about $25 billion a year in fraud, waste, and abuse. If true, that would essentially pay for our new readiness requirements. Fortunately, Congress has already taken action in this area over the past several years, enacting significant reforms that will save the taxpayers a great deal of money in the long run. Among these is the requirement that the Department of Defense pass an external audit. This is long overdue. This country spends over $600 billion a year on national security in the base budget and overseas contingency account, and we must know where every penny goes. An external audit is the first step.


Our committee also ushered in significant bipartisan acquisition reform. Championed by our chairman, Representative Mac Thornberry; the ranking member, Representative Adam Smith; and Representative Mike Conaway of Texas, these reforms place more responsibility and authority with the respective services and incentivize performance, while enhancing transparency and accountability. After the disturbing program development failures of the F-22 and F-35, something had to change. Both programs were years behind schedule and hundreds of billions of dollars over budget. As I write, the F-35 continues to experience problems with software and the pilot ejection system. Recent reforms are improving matters, but there is still much more to do. We must learn from the mistakes of the past. We need these acquisition reforms to produce savings that can be reinvested to enhance readiness.


The Weinberger-Powell Doctrine


As we restore “peace through strength” we need a clear vision for when we will use force. The best articulation of that is the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine. First delivered by President Reagan’s secretary of defense Caspar Weinberger at the National Press Club on November 28, 1984, this doctrine had six main points:




• The United States should not commit forces to combat unless the vital national interests of the United States or its allies are involved.


• U.S. troops should only be committed wholeheartedly and with the clear intention of winning. Otherwise, troops should not be committed.


• U.S. combat troops should be committed only with clearly defined political and military objectives and with the capacity to accomplish those objectives.


• The relationship between the objectives and the size and composition of the forces committed should be continually reassessed and adjusted if necessary.


• U.S. troops should not be committed to battle without a “reasonable assurance” of the support of U.S. public opinion and Congress.


• The commitment of U.S. troops should be considered only as a last resort.





The Weinberger-Powell Doctrine demonstrates an excellent understanding of deterrence. From it we develop, field, and demonstrate superior military capability to signal to potential adversaries that any aggression on their part will fail. In addition to military capability, the doctrine acknowledges the importance of national will. The people and the Congress must be on the same page as the commander in chief with regard to diplomacy and war.


Importantly, once credible deterrence is established, we are able to lead with our greatest strengths—our ideas—as outlined in our founding documents. On our best days, other countries want to be like us because our way of life provides for the most freedom and prosperity the world has ever known. Through diplomacy, commerce, trade, and humanitarian actions we are able to advance our interests and help our friends. However, all of that hinges on credible deterrence, and that means the ability to back up diplomacy with decisive military action, if required.


A Twenty-First-Century Military


From the previous sections, it’s clear that we face formidable challenges from conventional and strategic forces, including nuclear-capable ballistic missiles and cyber threats. To protect our people, we must be able to deter these threats, and that means modernizing our military. Our potential adversaries must be convinced that we have superior joint concepts and combat-ready forces that can dominate them in any situation. We enjoyed that standing in the world for about a decade after Operation Desert Storm, but today we appear weaker. Strengthening our military must be the top priority of the Trump administration.


In the 2017 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), Congress took steps to shore up military readiness. Significant reforms were enacted in what was probably the most substantial national defense legislation since the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986. Some of the highlights included:




• Increasing the power and authority in the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Among these changes, the chairman is now authorized to reassign forces across the combatant commands to address national readiness needs. This will enhance unity of effort and readiness.


• Eliminating the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), which had grown unwieldy and excessively bureaucratic, and directing a new National Military Strategy development process that better incorporates congressional input and synchronizes actions among and across combatant commands.


• Significantly reforming the defense acquisitions process to save precious dollars that may be reinvested to increase readiness.


• Elevating U.S. Cyber Command (CYBERCOM) to a unified command to place more national priority on cyber security and protecting our information systems.


• Streamlining and reducing headquarters across the DoD and reducing the number of general officers. This should improve effectiveness, enable more troops to be put on the front lines, and produce significant savings that can be reinvested to enhance readiness.


• Reversing the Obama administration’s drawdown of the armed forces. Stopping the planned elimination of over sixty thousand troops and adding to existing troop levels.


• Increasing funding for operations and maintenance accounts to address training deficiencies and maintenance shortfalls. This will directly improve readiness.





More reforms and investments will be needed to restore deterrence and defeat radical Islamic terrorism.


We have some big decisions ahead regarding our nuclear arsenal, which is commonly called the Triad since it consists of three components: land-based missiles, strategic bombers, and submarines capable of launching nuclear weapons. All components are aging and we are already having some difficulty maintaining readiness. Our potential adversaries see that, and to a degree this is weakening deterrence, which for many decades has been based on the concept of mutual assured destruction (MAD). MAD is the notion that a nuclear exchange would be so devastating for all sides, mankind, and the earth that no one could win a nuclear war. Given that, no one starts a nuclear war—MAD keeps the peace.


The deterrence of MAD only works if we have a viable nuclear arsenal. As we consider how best to meet that requirement, we must consider cost. The price tag to develop and field a new generation of land-based missiles and submarines capable of launching nuclear weapons is staggering—hundreds of billions of dollars, possibly a trillion when all is said and done. With $20 trillion in national debt already, and the possibility of a debt crisis real, this cannot be overlooked. The House Armed Services Committee ordered a study to provide recommendations on how best to address this matter. My initial thoughts are to develop a new strategic bomber, which has dual use for conventional missions, and to retain and modernize our current inventory of land-based missiles and Ohio-class submarines. Given our serious fiscal situation, this may be best, but I’m willing to wait for the committee’s report before making a final determination.


We face a second major challenge regarding strategic deterrence—stopping further proliferation. In addition to those nations already in the “nuclear club,” North Korea and Iran have nuclear ambitions. In fact, North Korea has a limited capability now, and they continue to work on expanding it, including the ability to deliver these weapons over long distances. Iran has pledged to suspend and dismantle their military nuclear program, but skeptics have doubts about their actions and intentions. We can expect other nations, and terrorist organizations, to seek to acquire nuclear weapons, as well as radiological, chemical, and biological weapons. Since deterrence doesn’t work on terrorist organizations, preventing them from getting these weapons is vital to our security. Finally, from this analysis, it is clear why fielding a robust missile defense capability is also a national priority.


President Reagan argued that relying exclusively on MAD as a form of deterrence is immoral for a Judeo-Christian nation. That is why he ordered the initiation of a national missile defense program. He stuck to its development in the face of significant pressure from the Soviets and widespread ridicule from the mainstream media and American left, who argued that he was pursuing science fiction. Yet today we have an operational West Coast missile defense capability in both Alaska and California. These missile sites are tied together with a joint advanced early warning system throughout the Pacific theater and national, global assets. We must broaden this capability. I support the East Coast missile defense program, which has been in development for a number of years, and should be ready for fielding soon. By adding this capability, we will have more robust, comprehensive coverage for our entire country. Given the intercontinental missile capability of our potential adversaries and the political instability in North Korea in particular, this is a must.


Since World War II, our military has enjoyed air and sea dominance during combat operations. This is no longer a given. Russia and China have fielded fifth-generation stealth fighters with the ability to contest the skies. Air dominance is critical to the success of land forces, and thus we will need to make further technological investments and adapt training strategies to stay ahead of our potential adversaries. Despite serious problems with development, the F-22 Raptor and the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, which is a dual-purpose stealth fighter and ground strike platform presently in fielding, give us excellent fifth-generation capabilities to dominate the air. It’s vitally important that we work out remaining problems with the F-35 and keep operations and maintenance accounts for both platforms properly funded to ensure they are combat ready.


With regard to our naval forces, we lack strategic reach. We are not able to maintain 365-day aircraft carrier coverage in our focus areas, experiencing periodic underlaps in the Mediterranean and Asia-Pacific regions. Our potential adversaries know that, and this is weakening deterrence. Accordingly, I support increasing the number of naval aircraft carriers from eleven to twelve. An aircraft carrier strike group is accompanied by cruisers, destroyers, and frigates, so we will need to procure more of them to fully fleet this new strike group.


Another major concern for sea dominance is the declining state of readiness of deployed carrier strike groups. We have too many aircraft down for maintenance deficiencies and pilots taking to the skies without proper training. The 2017 NDAA added funds to improve this situation, but more must be done. This decline in readiness has been correlated with an increase in major training accidents, some causing the death of pilots. It must be reversed.


The bottom line here is that our naval forces play a key strategic role, projecting power and overcoming anti-access challenges for our nation. In addition to putting airpower in position to achieve desired effects, they also deliver the U.S. Marine Corps, an essential component to land power dominance. Naval forces also move the preponderance of logistics that sustain land campaigns. When we enhance naval readiness and our potential adversaries perceive that, we strengthen deterrence.


This brings me to strengthening land power. In the 2017 NDAA, Congress significantly improved the readiness of our land forces. Most important, we stopped the Obama administration’s planned drawdown. The administration was on track to reduce over 60,000 troops from Army and Marine Corps end strength by 2018. The regular Army, for example, would have shrunk to 450,000 troops, its lowest level since before World War II. This would have been a huge mistake that I helped stop.


In early 2016, working with Representative Tim Walz, Democrat of Minnesota, the highest-ranking enlisted man ever to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives, and Mike Turner of Ohio, we authored and introduced the Protecting Our Security Through Utilizing Right-Sized End-Strength Act, or for short, the Posture Act. It was necessary for several reasons. First, those planned reductions would have left us with force levels insufficient to meet war plan requirements, and our potential adversaries knew it. The real risk is that if we are required to fight a major-theater war against one of our potential adversaries, we would not have enough ready forces to defeat a second threat. At best, we might be able to “hold” in a second theater as we defeated the first potential adversary. That posture signaled weakness to Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran, and they are taking advantage of it already. Moreover, given the demands of fighting the Islamic State and other terrorist organizations, it’s far from certain that we would be able to even meet the “defeat and hold” requirements at acceptable risk levels. Making matters worse, once a brigade is stood down, it can take over three years to reconstitute it given how long it takes to recruit, assess, train, and validate individual troops and brigades. It’s not like a light switch you can turn off and on. Finally, with fewer troops, deployments for the ones remaining come at a faster pace, exacerbating mental health challenges for veterans and families. All of this equates to weaker deterrence.


In testimony before our committee, the Joint Chiefs expressed preliminary support for the Posture Act, but only if it came with the necessary funding to ensure that any new troops were properly trained and equipped. We listened and made that happen. Although Democratic minority leader Nancy Pelosi initially opposed my bill, we were able to gain enough House Democratic cosponsors to outflank her, including key support from combat veterans in their caucus, Representatives Tulsi Gabbard and Seth Moulton, along with my coauthor Walz. The NDAA conference report that the president signed in December 2016 included the Posture Act along with about $3 billion to ensure that readiness requirements for these new troops were addressed. Getting this done was a huge win for our military and a major step forward for strengthening land power and restoring peace through strength.


With the enactment of the Posture Act, we are presently at pre–September 11 troop levels (regular Army strength is 476,000 and active-duty Marine Corps is 183,000) and capable of executing our war plans at moderate risk. Going forward, I support modestly increasing end strength to further reduce risk to lower levels. We will need to add 14,000 troops to the regular Army to get to 490,000, and another 12,000 National Guard troops and 6,000 Army Reservists to achieve end strengths of 355,000 and 205,000, respectively, in those forces. The Marine Corps needs an additional 2,000 to get to 185,000. These added troops will lower risk and allow for more time at home station in between deployments. Just as with the Posture Act, any additional troops will need to come with additional funding to ensure optimal levels of unit manning, equipping, and training.


Some in Washington question the value of making these investments, but every time in our history when we significantly reduced or underfunded our land forces, we later regretted it. My generation of soldiers was keenly aware of that history. We had a saying that served as our rallying cry—“no more Task Force Smiths.” This came from our failure during the first major engagement of the Korean War, the battle of Osan. During that fight one of our infantry battalions (1st Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment), commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Charles B. Smith, was isolated, undermanned, and poorly trained, equipped, and led. They were completely decimated and overrun by North Korean tank regiments. It was an utter disaster, with very high casualties and complete mission failure. After World War II, the ranks of the Army were deeply reduced and the remaining forces were woefully underfunded, leaving them unprepared for combat in Korea. Ultimately our armed forces rallied from that rough start and performed well in battle after we properly manned, equipped, and trained them.


When peacetime preparation is done right, it makes all the difference. The U.S. military spent most of the late 1970s and entire 1980s perfecting “AirLand Battle” doctrine. This was a new approach to warfare that emphasized speed and synchronization to overwhelm potential adversaries. The new doctrine transformed our military, calling for changes in recruitment, organizational design and training, leader development, and equipment development and procurement. All of these initiatives were properly funded, and when next the call came to go to war, it was clear that the reforms paid off.


Defying the trend of bad performance in the opening battle of a war, the U.S. military that fought in Panama in 1989 and the Persian Gulf in 1991 completely destroyed their foe from the outset. The decisive victory during Operation Desert Storm was particularly noteworthy considering it was against an enemy (Iraq) that possessed the fourth-largest military in the world at the time. After an intensive and effective six-week bombing campaign, the ground war lasted only one hundred hours—a truly remarkable feat.


I participated in that operation as a twenty-six-year-old captain in the 82nd Airborne Division and witnessed that when properly resourced, AirLand Battle doctrine—the effective synchronization of air, land, and sea forces—produces dramatic victory. We truly achieved dominance, and that translated to both operational and strategic success. Coalition forces routed the Iraqi army and Kuwait was liberated. In the process, we suffered minimal casualties. Every loss of life hurts, but keeping those numbers under 150 killed in action was miraculous considering we were up against an enemy who put hundreds of thousands of soldiers in the field, many of whom had recent combat experience against Iran, and considering that the number of Iraqis killed in action has been estimated at more than 30,000. None of that would have been possible if we hadn’t strengthened land power in the 1980s.


Putting It All Together


All of these investments to strengthen military capability across the respective services ultimately must come together in joint operational concepts and readiness that support war plans. When potential adversaries observe a training exercise in which we demonstrate the ability to strategically maneuver and fully support a campaign plan, it alters their thinking, deterring them from aggression. When they perceive that we have the ability to overcome anti-access, dominate the air and seas, and deliver joint forces with decisive overmatch, they will accept a diplomatic solution on our terms. In this way, we strengthen the hands of diplomats as they advance our interests abroad.


That joint employment concept begins with the Global Response Force (GRF). This is the nation’s “911 capability,” prepared to deploy anywhere in the world on twenty-four to forty-eight hours of notification. It includes elements from all of the services and is capable of forcible entry operations (parachute assault and amphibious landing). The GRF can secure initial objectives to pave the way for follow-on campaign forces in support of a major-theater war plan. The GRF can also deploy immediately to respond to natural disasters both here and abroad. I spent the preponderance of my military service with the GRF, including three command tours in the 82nd Airborne Division (at the company, battalion, and brigade levels). While serving on the GRF, I deployed my brigade to Haiti to assist with humanitarian relief operations in the immediate aftermath of the devastating earthquake there in 2010.


We must enhance readiness throughout the armed forces, because our war plans count on that. In the joint operational concept, after the GRF, early-arriving forces, including light infantry, Stryker, and heavy forces (Army and Marines), deploy to expand the lodgment in enemy territory. They are reinforced with campaign forces (including activated National Guard and Reserve forces) to achieve decisive victory in land combat. After more than fifteen years of persistent combat in difficult counterinsurgency conditions, we must now focus on restoring full-spectrum capabilities throughout the joint force.


All of these operations require state-of-the-art command and control capabilities and world-class logistical support. Especially important, to fully restore the joint operational concept, we will need to invest heavily in training, including increasing rotations at the national combat training centers. In peacetime it’s hard to fully rehearse and train all of these joint capabilities and requirements, but this is where computer modeling and simulations and rigorous command post exercises can make a tremendous difference to validating war plans and enhancing readiness.


Joint operational readiness enhances diplomacy. A classic example of this occurred in 1994, when President Bill Clinton compelled the leader of a rogue military junta in Haiti, General Raoul Cédras, to relinquish power to the duly elected leader of that country. In late 1991, Cédras had ousted Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the democratically elected leader of Haiti. For years, he refused to give up power, defying his people and the community of nations. By September 1994, Clinton had organized significant international pressure to force Cédras to step down. As part of that, Clinton sent former president Jimmy Carter, U.S. senator Sam Nunn, and former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell to Haiti to convince him to leave. Cédras initially rebuffed this high-level delegation, until General Powell informed the rogue Haitian general that the 82nd Airborne Division was in the air preparing for a parachute assault on Port-au-Prince and that a joint force from the sea, including U.S. Marines and elements of the Army’s 10th Mountain Division, was also en route to invade the country in order to forcefully remove him from power. Cédras was able to verify Powell’s claim through images shown on CNN, and that was enough for him to yield. He immediately left Haiti, and Aristide was restored to power. This successful diplomacy was made possible by trained and ready joint forces.


Recent developments in NATO are an excellent example how enhanced joint operational readiness can bolster deterrence supporting a “peace through strength” approach. Responding to a 2015 Rand study that concluded NATO was not able to reinforce the Baltic nations (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) fast enough to stop a Russian invasion, the fiscal year 2017 NDAA provided additional troops and funding to address that shortfall. Our troops are part of a new plan called Enhanced Forward Presence (EFP) that stations NATO forces in the Baltics and a U.S. armored brigade in Poland.


By shoring up NATO now, we hope to deter further Russian aggression, keeping the peace in Europe. Twice in the twentieth century, the United States pursued policies of isolationism, trying to stay neutral in world wars. It didn’t work. Eventually we were drawn in to those conflicts, at great cost to American life and treasure. By standing with NATO now and deterring Russia, we hope to prevent World War III. That is peace through strength.
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During the summer of 2016, while I and my fellow representatives were fighting to ensure that the Posture Act was included in the final version of the NDAA, I led an overseas bipartisan congressional delegation (CODEL) trip to highlight the importance of our bill and to hear directly from NATO and U.S. European Command leaders. The trip included stops in four countries—Israel, Poland, Latvia, and Germany. The delegation included my Democratic cochair, Representative Dan Lipinski of Illinois (also the leader of the Polish-American Caucus); from the House Armed Services Committee, Republican representatives Austin Scott of Georgia, Paul Cook of California, and Rich Nugent of Florida; from the Joint Select Intelligence Committee, Chris Stewart of Utah; and from the Veterans Affairs Committee, Dan Benishek of Michigan. The Army provided the escort support, with Major Pat McGuigan as the officer in charge. Our spouses accompanied us at no cost to the U.S. government (members were responsible for their expenses).


The first stop was in Israel to receive briefings on the Trophy Active Protection System fielded by the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) along the Lebanese and Syrian borders. Trophy is a reactive armor system placed on vehicles and tanks to protect them. As part of the Posture Act, our delegation supported outfitting the U.S. armored brigade deploying to Poland with Trophy. It was a three-hour van ride from Jerusalem to the Golan region, where we transferred into armored vehicles to visit an IDF company outpost along the Lebanese border. From this concrete-reinforced bunker, we had a panoramic view of previous tank battles and skirmishes between IDF and Hezbollah forces over the years as we received an impressive briefing on the Trophy system. Only recently fielded, this system has already saved lives. In addition to protecting Israeli vehicles with the reactive armor, the system has RF antennas enabling Trophy to determine exact enemy locations, allowing IDF soldiers to immediately return fire to kill the attackers. Trophy has had a transformative effect on the battlefield and the psyche of enemy fighters. The IDF now has the initiative. Our delegation discussed all this (and more) when we met with Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu the following day.
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