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Congressional Hearing on QDR Assessment Should 
Address Capability Gaps and Budget Shortfalls 

Mackenzie Eaglen

This Thursday, the House Armed Services
Committee (HASC) will receive testimony on the
Independent Panel’s initial assessment of the 2010
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR). Congress
established this bipartisan panel of defense experts
in its version of the fiscal year 2010 defense autho-
rization bill to provide an unconstrained review of
the Pentagon’s strategic and budgetary plans. 

In a March 29 letter to the co-chairmen of the
panel, HASC leaders expressed concerns about
the QDR process. Specifically, committee leaders
opined that the QDR was too shortsighted and
that the Pentagon’s force structure recommenda-
tions may be lacking in clarity and vision or inad-
equate to defend the U.S. and its allies against
emerging threats. 

Before signing off on the Pentagon’s strategy rec-
ommendations, Congress should ensure that the
QDR adequately fulfilled its legislative mandate.
Members should therefore ask a set of questions
that deserve full attention by the Independent
Panel and straightforward answers from defense
leaders as the panel prepares its final report to Con-
gress later this summer. 

Questions for Panel Co-Chairs:

Was the QDR Overly Resource-Constrained?
According to statute, the defense strategy must
identify the budget that would be required to suc-
cessfully execute the full range of missions in the
QDR at a low to moderate level of risk. Congress
specifically asked for the Pentagon to identify any
additional resources beyond those programmed in

the current future years defense program required
to achieve these lower risk levels. 

Finally, Congress understood the relentless
demands of the budget calendar and clearly
directed the Pentagon to make recommendations in
the QDR that were not inhibited by compliance
with the President’s budget request. The budget
process should inform—not drive—the QDR, par-
ticularly given the requirement that the QDR
project 20 years into the future. 

This is important because the QDR recommen-
dations are meant to reflect the Pentagon’s unim-
peded assessment of plausible future threats that
may confront the U.S. and the capabilities required
to deter or defeat them. Congress should determine
whether the 2010 QDR was conducted “with the
expectation of zero growth in defense spending,” as
was stated previously by David Ochmanek, Deputy
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Force Transforma-
tion and Resources. 

Congress should ask the panel to assess whether
the review was constrained from the start by a pre-
determined topline and should seek clarity regard-
ing what the QDR proposals will cost, as well as
potential tradeoffs if the budget is too low.
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Was the QDR Too Shortsighted or Focused on the
Near Term (Next Five Years)? The provision that
established the QDR called on the Pentagon to
develop assumptions, scenarios, and projections to
reflect developments and challenges anticipated in
the next 20 years and then create a defense strategy
roadmap to build those capabilities into a force
structure if they do not exist already. Of the 15 pri-
mary tasks the QDR is supposed to achieve, one
demands that defense officials examine the “effect
on force structure of the use by the armed forces of
technologies anticipated to be available for the
ensuing 20 years.”

Yet the 2010 QDR has focused narrowly on the
capabilities needed over the next three to five years.
While this emphasis is helpful in outlining what is
necessary to win today’s wars, Congress intended
the QDR to be a comprehensive, far-sighted assess-
ment of future military requirements. Many of the
strategy recommendations propose only additional
study of future challenges without specific long-
term force structure recommendations or modern-
ization demands. 

According to a bipartisan slate of defense
experts, U.S. force structure is already inadequate to
support the military’s full range of missions. The
defense budget is already too low to support the
current force structure as the Pentagon annually
under-funds its own plans and programs by a signif-
icant margin. Congress should ask the Independent
Panel to assess whether merely extending the cur-
rent force structure would be sufficient to address
the widening resource–requirement gap in the
defense program and examine whether the QDR
force structure recommendations reflect adequate
regard for long-term threats and requirements. 

Does the QDR Reflect the President’s National
Security Strategy? U.S. law is also clear that foreign
policy guidance from the Administration is sup-
posed to precede and influence the Pentagon’s strat-
egy review. White House guidance is important to
delineate vital national interests, America’s role in
the world, and how to meet national priorities.
Defense strategy is supposed to be subordinate to
foreign policy.

Clear foreign policy guidance is the foundation
for many of the QDR assumptions, scenarios, and

risk determinations and drives many of the strategy
outcomes. Foreign policy guidance is paramount
because the QDR specifically examines the potential
threats to America’s national security interests and
then develops scenarios to further study those
threats. These scenarios then employ various
assumptions that include readiness levels, warning
times, intensity and duration of conflict, and allied
cooperation. Next, the effects on force structure are
examined, including the roles and missions of the
Reserve Component and manpower policies. 

The analysis derived from these scenarios then
drives QDR recommendations, including the num-
ber and type of specific military platforms and
equipment; strategic and tactical airlift, sealift, and
ground transportation capabilities required; and the
forward presence and pre-positioning deployments
required to fulfill the defense strategy. Congress
should ask the panel about the drivers of QDR anal-
ysis and scenario planning in order to determine
potential capability gaps and the force structure
needed to address shortfalls. 

Does the Budget Allow All of the QDR Missions to
Be Fulfilled at a Low-to-Moderate Level of Risk? In
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates’s 2009 article in
Foreign Affairs, he acknowledged that the “current
[national defense] strategy knowingly assumes
some additional risk” in the area of conventional
warfare. The QDR seems to have piled on additional
risk as the solution to many challenges identified in
the strategy. 

For example, the 2010 QDR advocates abandon-
ing “the quixotic pursuit of high-tech perfection”
even as the Pentagon has largely focused investment
on quality over quantity in recent years and the tra-
ditional margins of U.S. military technological
superiority have been declining across the board. 

Congress should learn from the panel report
whether some QDR recommendations propose
trading down on quality or cutting high-end capa-
bilities and the effect on current and projected
future forces. For many years, the Pentagon has
overestimated the capabilities it would generate
through its defense program. Force structure pro-
posals have often reflected unrealistic planning
assumptions about readiness, mobilization times,
and deployment rates. Maintaining one forward-
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deployed surface combatant ship may require up to
five ships—with one on station, one on its way back
to the U.S., one on its way from the U.S., one in the
maintenance depot, and one in use for training. 

Congress should determine if the QDR force
structure recommendations match expected risk
levels. If they do not, the Independent Panel should
offer insights into defense priorities and potential
tradeoffs for Congress to consider in order to close
risk margins—including the recommendation for
additional resources when required.

Fulfilling Its Proper Role. Before Congress can
make decisions regarding the President’s defense
budget request for 2011, Members need to know
that the QDR delineated a strategy that can be

achieved at lower risk while accounting for potential
shifts in the military balance over the next 20 years. 

As the Independent Panel assesses the statutory
compliance and adequacy of the QDR, Congress
should determine whether the QDR budget plans
are shortsighted, unrealistic, or unduly constrained.
Doing so is crucial to Congress’s ability to exercise
oversight and adequately defend the security of the
American people. 

—Mackenzie Eaglen is Research Fellow for National
Security in the Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for
Foreign Policy Studies, a division of the Kathryn and
Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for International Studies,
at The Heritage Foundation.


