
 

ISSUE BRIEF
Tomahawk Cancellation an Error of 
Defense Strategy and Alliance Policy
Steven P. Bucci, PhD, and Ted R. Bromund, PhD

No. 4190 | April 02, 2014

Earlier this month, the U.S. Navy announced that 
it will stop buying Tomahawk cruise missiles in 

fiscal year (FY) 2016 and will seek to field a replace-
ment within a decade.

This decision is an error of both defense strat-
egy and alliance policy. Congress should reject the 
Navy’s plans and require that it continue to buy a 
sufficient number of Tomahawks annually to keep 
production lines open and unit costs affordable 
until a replacement can be effectively deployed into 
service and until Britain and Australia (which use or 
plan to use the Tomahawk), after close consultation 
with the U.S., are satisfied that the replacement will 
affordably offer them capabilities that are equivalent 
or superior to those of the Tomahawk.

U.S. Navy Plans to End Tomahawk Purchases. 
On March 4, Navy spokeswoman lieutenant Caro-
line Hutcheson publicly confirmed that the Navy had 
made substantial reductions in the number of Toma-
hawks it planned to purchase.1 

in FY 2014, the Navy bought 196 Tomahawks, but 
in its proposed budget for FY 2015, the Navy plans to 
buy only 100 missiles and none thereafter. instead, 
it will shift investment to a next-generation system 

and, beginning in FY 2019, will establish a recerti-
fication program for its stockpile of approximately 
4,000 missiles.

in a March 27 hearing, Secretary of the Navy 
ray Mabus argued that “the supply of Tomahawks 
that we have today that have been manufactured 
are sufficient … [to] carry us through any eventual-
ity that we can foresee.” Senator John McCain (r–
AZ) expressed surprise at the decision, describing 
it as “really rolling the dice … when we haven’t even 
begun the assessment of what that new weapon 
would look like.”2

Implications of Navy Plans for U.S. Defense 
and Industrial Base. The Navy’s plans raise four 
serious issues for the United States:

1. The argument that the existing stockpile of Tom-
ahawks is ample because it is large enough for 

“any eventuality that we can foresee” ignores the 
fact that most U.S. military operations are not 
foreseen. in 1999, during the Kosovo campaign, 
missile stockpile levels were critically low due 
to heavy expenditures in the previous years. in 
2003, coalition forces fired more than 725 mis-
siles in the opening phases of the iraq War—one-
third of the entire inventory.3 These precedents 
make it clear that it is imprudent to end produc-
tion of a vital weapons system on the grounds 
that the future can be foreseen with sufficient 
clarity to know that no further purchases will be 
needed.

2. While the Navy’s budget proposal allocates funds 
to maintain the industrial base for unplanned 
maintenance before the FY 2019 recertification 
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program, the specialized component suppliers 
and the skilled personnel necessary for main-
tenance are unlikely to survive the proposed 98 
percent decline in the program’s budget from FY 
2014 to FY 2018, especially since the manufactur-
er’s legal responsibility to ensure that the Toma-
hawk works ends when production does.

3. The Navy has argued that foreign military sales 
would help “sustain the Tomahawk industrial 
base” to FY 2019, but, to date, Britain is the only 
other nation that has purchased the Tomahawk.4 
it is a rule of defense production that unit cost 
decreases as production increases. With only 
British purchases to keep the program going, the 
cost of the Tomahawk would rise substantially, 
as it will start to do in FY 2015 as U.S. purchas-
es shrink. Moreover, the Navy has contradicted 
itself by asserting that the costs of winding down 
the Tomahawk program assume that foreign 
sales “are no longer viable.”5

4. Any replacement for the Tomahawk is still years 
from deployment. The Navy announced on 
March 26 that its goal is to develop new missiles 

“for delivery around 2024.” New weapons systems 
are regularly subject to delays. it is possible—even 
likely—that the new missile will not enter service 
until well after 2024. Even if the 2024 deadline is 
met, the new missile will not be available in suffi-
cient quantities to address service requirements 
until well after that date. in either case, the U.S.’s 
stockpile of Tomahawks runs even greater risks 
of being inadequate.

The decision to terminate the Tomahawk pro-
gram is particularly perplexing given the Adminis-
tration’s own decision in its 2012 Defense Strategic 
Guidance to reduce the size of U.S. forces so that 
they cannot “conduct large-scale, prolonged stabil-
ity operations.”6 The implication of this policy is that 
U.S. reliance on stand-off weapons like the Toma-
hawk will only increase.

Implications of Navy Plans for Alliance Pol-
icy. On March 26, speaking at an event at The Her-
itage Foundation, U.K. Defense Secretary philip 
Hammond dismissed concern over the future of the 
Tomahawk program:

Very fortuitously, The Washington Post tweeted 
this morning about Tomahawk being … zeroed 
out.… [S]ince i was at the pentagon [this morn-
ing], i took the opportunity to ask, and i was told 
that there is no such decision, that budgets in 
that level of detail for 2016 have not yet been pub-
lished and any such suggestion must be specula-
tion at this stage.7

The Navy’s published budget, the statement of 
Secretary Mabus, and the Navy’s public comments 
dating as far back as March 4—three weeks before 
Secretary Hammond’s speech—make it clear that the 
fate of the Tomahawk program is not speculation. it 
is difficult to understand why he was told otherwise.

it appears that Britain has not been consulted 
about the fate of the Tomahawk program. Since its 
entire attack submarine fleet has been fitted to fire 
this missile, this lack of consultation, like the U.S. 
cancelation of the Skybolt missile system in 1962, is 
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a serious breach by the U.S. of its responsibilities to 
its closest ally.

it is true that the U.S. could sell Tomahawks 
to Britain from its stockpile, but Britain might be 
unwilling to invest in a system with a fading defense 
industrial base behind it. Moreover, the unexpected 
U.S. decision to end the program means that Britain 
will now have to contemplate the retrofit of its attack 
submarine fleet, at considerable expense, to fire an 
entirely new missile.

The royal Australian Navy may also be surprised 
by the U.S. decision, as it is currently completing 
three destroyers equipped with Tomahawk-capable 
launch systems. The Australian government’s incor-
poration of this capability has also been jeopardized 
by the Navy’s actions.8

Continue Tomahawk Production. All weapons 
eventually go out of service, but it is only sensible not 
to end production of one weapon until its replace-
ment is ready. This is particularly true when the 
weapon in question is a mainstay of both U.S. forces 
and the forces of the U.S.’s closest allies. British and 

Australian dependence on continued U.S. produc-
tion imposes a serious responsibility on the U.S. that 
it should not shirk.

There are good reasons to be wary of congressio-
nal micromanagement of defense acquisition,9 but 
Congress has a vital role to play in correcting policy 
errors made by the executive branch. Because of its 
impact on U.S. security and on the alliance with the 
U.K., the decision to terminate the Tomahawk pro-
gram is such an error, one that should be corrected 
by a congressional decision to continue Tomahawk 
production until a replacement can be effectively 
deployed into U.S. and allied service.
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