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The Future of the Aircraft Carrier 
and the Carrier Air Wing
By Michael E. O’Hanlon

W
hat is the future of the aircraft 
carrier for the U.S. Navy? 
Some would argue that the 

carrier is obsolete. Faced with threats 
ranging from China’s DF-21 and 
DF-26 ballistic missiles with homing 
warheads, to the proliferation of quiet 
attack submarines, to the spread of 
nuclear weapons, as well as the very 

cyber systems that not only make 
modern ships more efficient but also 
leave them vulnerable to hacking, this 
school of thought has predicted that 
the carrier will soon go the way of the 
battleship.

Others, including most of the existing 
Navy establishment, appear to hope that 
the carrier of tomorrow can continue 
virtually the same missions as carriers 
of the past. Indeed, the Navy still sizes 
the carrier fleet using similar criteria to 
what it employed in those earlier peri-
ods—and plans to keep doing so under 

its envisioned 355-ship fleet of the future. 
It would appear to envision a similar role 
for the carrier in any future wars to what 
transpired, say, in Operation Desert Storm 
in 1991 and in any future high-end crisis 
diplomacy such as the Taiwan Strait Crisis 
of 1995 and 1996.

In my view, both these views are 
flawed. The Navy would do better to 
plan for fleets of 10 flat-deck aircraft 
carriers (and another 10 large-deck 
amphibious ships—its “small carriers”) 
rather than to aim for larger numbers. 
But it should more clearly prioritize, and 
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accelerate, development of long-range 
stealthy airpower, most likely in the form 
of unmanned aircraft, to operate off these 
carriers.

The article begins with a brief sum-
mary of today’s aircraft carrier fleets and 
air wings, and then works through the 
taxonomy of missions for those U.S. mili-
tary assets—today and tomorrow.

Modern American Aircraft 
Carriers and Air Wings
The United States has two aircraft 
carrier fleets today. The first is the one 
most think about when they hear the 
term—the large flat-deck carriers, of 
which the Navy now has 11. Each is 
capable of holding up to about 75 
planes, together known as a carrier air 
wing, with capacity for catapult-assisted 
takeoff and tailhook-assisted landing.1 
There are nine carrier air wings in the 
force today—fewer than the number of 
carriers themselves, since aircraft need 
not have quite the same lengthy mainte-
nance and training cycles as ships.2 These 
aircraft typically include 44 F/A-18 
Hornet or Super Hornet combat air-
craft, 5 electronic warfare planes, 4 
airborne control planes, 8 antisubmarine 
warfare aircraft, 2 transport aircraft, 
and 8 to 11 helicopters for purposes 
ranging from antisubmarine warfare to 
search and rescue. (Put differently, there 
are typically four squadrons of F/A-18 
combat jets. There is typically also one 
squadron of helicopters, one of elec-
tronic warfare aircraft, one of airborne 
command and control planes, and one 
of antisubmarine warfare aircraft.3) Over 
time, the carrier fleet will include the 
F-35C, Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft, and 
eventually perhaps a future derivation 
of an Unmanned Carrier Launched Air-
borne Surveillance and Strike (UCLASS) 
aircraft. They will replace some of the 
older Hornets, C-2 aircraft, and perhaps 
other systems as well.4

The Navy also has another 11 ships, 
each with about one-third the carrying 
capacity for planes as the flat-deck ships. 
The aircraft on these large-deck amphib-
ious ships, designed primarily to move 
Marines around the world and provide 
platforms for some of their operations, 

can include helicopters, Harrier jets, 
Ospreys, and, in the future, F-35B 
Lightning II jets.

The amphibious ships typically weigh 
40,000 tons with length of 850 feet or 
so. By contrast, the flat-deck carriers 
with 75 aircraft to a wing weigh about 
100,000 tons, with a length of roughly 
1,100 feet.5

Which type of system is better—the 
large-deck carrier with three times the 
number of aircraft, or the smaller carrier 
with a couple dozen? It all depends 
on the mission. Amphibious ships, per 
aircraft deployed, are somewhat less 
expensive over a life cycle than flat-deck 
aircraft carriers.6 They are also, however, 
less capable, plane for plane, so they 
would not constitute a less expensive or 
more effective way to deploy airpower for 
high-end combat. Considerations includ-
ing survivability, fuel and ammunition 
storage, and maintenance capacity would 
favor the larger ships. The flat-deck 
carrier is also more effective at sustain-
ing operations in bad sea conditions.7 
Affordability issues can favor one type of 
carrier for some conditions and another 
for different conditions or missions.

Each of the Navy’s aircraft carrier 
fleets—the flat-deck fleet and large-deck 
amphibious ships—would increase 
under the Service’s 2016 proposal, now 
endorsed by the Trump administration, 
to grow the fleet to 355 ships in coming 
years. It is an ambitious plan since the 
current fleet numbers less than 300 ships, 
and the previous plan aimed for 308. 
Some, however, would say it is not so 
ambitious since it would only return the 
fleet to a size characteristic of the Clinton 
years—but today’s vessels, and the aircraft 
on them, have never been so capable and 
in general have also never been so large. 
Under this new plan, the current figures 
of 11 flat-deck carriers and 11 amphibi-
ous large-deck vessels would grow to 12 
and 13 vessels, respectively.8

Purposes of Aircraft Carriers 
in the 21st Century
Aircraft carriers are often described as 
ships designed to help control the sea 
lanes or to project power. Those con-
cepts are valid, but a bit vague. I would 

propose the following more detailed 
taxonomy of potential missions for the 
future U.S. aircraft carrier fleet:

 • peacetime and crisis presence in key 
regions (largely for deterrence and 
reassurance)

 • establishment of maritime air 
supremacy, plus littoral sea control, 
in key regions against less powerful 
foes (the Persian Gulf region)

 • establishment of maritime air supe-
riority, plus littoral sea control, if 
possible, against near peers (South 
China Sea, Baltic Sea)

 • power projection ashore against less 
powerful foes (Iran, North Korea)

 • power projection ashore against near 
peers (Russia, China)

 • blue-water sea control (against a peer 
or near-peer rival).

Thinking through the capabilities 
of the carrier fleet against each of these 
possible missions helps clarify what kinds, 
and numbers, of carriers and air wings 
the United States should pursue in the 
future. I group the above six missions 
into four categories in the following 
discussion.

Peacetime Presence and Crisis 
Response. Historically, when conducting 
force sizing, the Navy has often empha-
sized the importance of the peacetime 
presence mission more than combat re-
quirements. The goal of such operations, 
of course, has been to reassure allies 
and deter potential adversaries in those 
regions of greatest strategic concern to 
the United States, while providing at least 
some initial response capability should a 
crisis quickly escalate to open hostilities. 
The key regions during the Cold War 
included the Western Pacific, the broader 
Persian Gulf area, and the Mediterranean 
Sea, though that last area has been deem-
phasized during most of the post–Cold 
War era.

Today’s aircraft carriers based in the 
United States—all of them except the 
one that is homeported in Japan and con-
sidered constantly on station—average 
just over 25 percent time on deployment. 
Thus, they typically average perhaps 20 
to 22 percent of their time on station in 
forward waters because they have lengthy 
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periods of maintenance, preparation, and 
then sustainment (that is, being on call 
for rapid response) that consume most of 
their time and because the Navy rightly 
prefers to limit the duration of any given 
Sailor’s deployment to 6 or 7 months 
when possible.9 Additionally, there are 
long maintenance periods a carrier gen-
erally goes through in its lifetime, with 
one planned lengthy mid-life overhaul 
and often a couple more unanticipated (if 
shorter) ones. This reduces the effective 
fleet available at any given moment to 
perhaps nine on average. Thus, a fleet of 
11 carriers, with 1 homeported in Japan 
and 2 probably offline at any moment, 
can effectively sustain somewhat fewer 
than 3 on forward station. They would 
include one or more in East Asia, one or 
more in the Persian Gulf, and occasion-
ally one in the broader Mediterranean 
region or the Indian Ocean (these latter 
deployments often occurring when ships 
are in transit).10

There is considerable logic to the 
basic idea of peacetime presence. It shows 
clear American commitment and steady 
attention to a given region. It is less sig-
nificant as a way of maintaining decisive 
combat power in a key area, since one 
carrier—whatever its many strengths—
constitutes only a limited capacity. That 
is true not only for the obvious situation 
in which the United States might seek to 
deter a large power, but also even in cases 
involving smaller powers. For example, 
the one aircraft carrier stationed in the 
Mediterranean just before the outbreak 
of the Kosovo war in 1999 was far from 
enough to deter, or defeat, Serbian 
strongman Slobodan Milosevic.11 But an 
aircraft carrier battle group still represents 
and conveys American resolve, with the 
implied promise of likely reinforcements 
should hostilities break out. In other 
words, its benefits are largely psychologi-
cal, but nonetheless important.

America’s command of the commons 
has been rather robust and contributed 
to one of the most conflict-free periods 
in major-power relations in recorded 
history. To be sure, nuclear deterrence 
and other factors have contributed to 
the general absence of war as well. But 
deterrence only works when states clearly 

signal where their important interests lie 
and when they demonstrate the kinds 
of capabilities that can credibly provide 
combat superiority in a conflict. Carriers 
have helped enormously in these tasks. 
They have not prevented all wars, of 
course—for example, when Washington 
was not clear about its interests (in the 
prelude to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 
1990, for instance) or when its offshore 
carrier presence was not particularly rele-
vant to the type of conflict being waged 
on land (many of the Middle East’s civil 
wars and insurgencies, or those in the 
Balkans). But they have helped convey 
America’s interest in the security of 
Taiwan, the waters of the Persian Gulf, 
and Northeast Asia, among other places. 
Again, it is difficult to disentangle the 
various contributors to successful deter-
rence. It is, however, impressive that in 
most cases where the United States has 
established strong alliances and demon-
strated commitment to them through 
forward military deployments war has 
been avoided.

This quick review of the role of air-
craft carriers in American national security 
policy underscores the importance of 
perception, more than of demonstrated 
combat capability or war-winning 
overmatch, in how the fleet is routinely 
operated. If that is the case, we should si-
multaneously conclude two things. First, 
carriers have likely been quite helpful for 
deterrence and reassurance. But second, 
just when and where and how often they 
must deploy to achieve a given effect is 
less clear.

Does aircraft carrier presence really 
need to be continuous in places where 
the United States also has an established 
land presence? Are there cases where 
land-based airpower or other assets 
could relieve strain on the carrier force? 
Are there locations where the lesser 
but still impressive combat capabilities 
represented by a flat-deck amphibious 
ship would be adequate, and a large-deck 
carrier could visit only occasionally, if 
at all? To be sure, amphibious ships are 
themselves already typically quite busy as 
key parts of Marine Expeditionary Units 
(MEUs), but normal MEU deployments 
can be rethought in some cases, too.12

My own view is that the opportu-
nity to base more land-based tactical 
fighter aircraft in Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries—say, one to two 
squadrons each in Kuwait, the United 
Arab Emirates, and/or Oman—should 
be explored as a way to allow occasional 
gapping of carrier coverage in the broader 
Persian Gulf region. In addition, the 
types of presence missions conducted in 
the South China Sea do not generally 
involve any heightened risk of imminent 
conflict and thus can be carried out by 
even smaller vessels than large-deck 
amphibious ships. (Indeed, Coast Guard 
vessels might suffice, and send a useful 
message of firm but quiet resolve to 
Beijing.) Surging carriers infrequently 
near North Korea may be more useful 
than frequently having just one carrier 
there.13 The list goes on. For the presence 
mission, there is just as strong a case to 
reduce each of the carrier fleets by one or 
two ships as to grow them, in fact.14

Power Projection Against a Lesser, 
Regional Foe. Consider two of my cate-
gories that focus on regional operations 
against lesser (but still dangerous) foes. 
This set of challenges relates most of 
all to the Persian Gulf region and the 
waters of Northeast Asia near the Korean 
Peninsula.

Carriers could be needed to help 
establish air superiority in coastal regions. 
They could also be needed to contribute 
to ground-attack operations.

For air superiority against a regional 
foe typically possessing 300 to 600 
aircraft, many of them likely obsolete 
or unserviceable, 4 to 6 U.S. carriers 
would likely suffice. That would provide 
something approaching quantitative 
parity with enemy forces, combined with 
huge qualitative superiority, and a certain 
hedge against attrition.

For ground-attack, Operation Desert 
Storm provides a useful frame of refer-
ence. In that war, there were some 700 
key Iraqi strategic targets, presenting 
a total of about 3,000 aimpoints, that 
were attacked. These included command 
and control locations, radar sites, and 
the like.15 There might be twice as many 
aimpoints against Iran or North Korea.16 
(These figures stand in contrast to the 
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total of 40,000 strikes against ground 
targets during the entirety of the war—
which included almost 25,000 against 
Iraqi ground forces and multiple strikes 
against many fixed aimpoints.17) Perhaps 
20 to 50 percent of these target sets 
would be within the potential reach of 
the carrier fleet, which could attack many 
of them within a few weeks. But the car-
rier fleet would likely have help. Indeed, 
for providing strike capabilities against 
ground and coastal targets, it could have 
lots of help—even more than with the 
littoral air superiority mission. Not only 
nearby land-based fighter aircraft but 
also long-range bomber capabilities (and 
cruise missiles on other ships and subma-
rines) could contribute. Thus, even in a 
scenario in which land bases in the region 
had been overrun or otherwise rendered 
unavailable due to an initial enemy attack, 
or in which regional political problems 
precluded access to other countries’ 
bases for combat operations, a carrier 

armada of four to six flat-deck ships could 
probably achieve whatever ground-attack 
role the regional combatant commander 
required of it.

In major recent wars, which have 
been fought largely in the broader 
Persian Gulf region, the Navy has typi-
cally wound up deploying five to seven 
aircraft carriers at peak strength.18 Not 
coincidentally, major post–Cold War 
defense planning documents starting with 
the Base Force and the 1993 Bottom-Up 
Review commonly assumed that five to 
six carriers would be needed in any future 
conflicts of similar character. Whether 
five to seven carriers were always truly 
needed for conflicts in which the United 
States generally also had access to land 
bases is debatable. Whether more than 
five to seven might be needed in a region 
lacking land bases is another important 
question. Indeed, over the years, some 
studies have found that up to nine aircraft 
carrier battle groups might be needed 

against an Iraq-like foe in the absence 
of reliable bases on land—at least for a 
spell.19 (Studies have also found that, 
in many Cold War periods, the United 
States did not really have anything close 
to a half-dozen carriers available for a 
regional contingency—or a “1/2 war,” 
as conflicts against smaller foes were often 
called back in that era.20)

Averaged across scenarios, a carrier 
fleet of 10 flat-deck ships (and another 
10 smaller carriers, the amphibious large-
decks) would seem adequate to the task 
of dealing with regional foes like Iran and 
North Korea. Such a Navy could even 
likely support up to two regional conflicts 
at once, as U.S. war plans and broader 
defense policy still require. If necessary, 
one operation could probably be handled 
with three to four aircraft carriers, since 
ample land bases for tactical airpower 
would likely be available. (In a worst case, 
virtually all of the available fleet might 

Aviation Ordnanceman works with shipmates to upload ordnance to F/A-18 Super Hornet on flight deck aboard USS Harry S. Truman, Mediterranean Sea, 

May 3, 2018 (U.S. Navy/Thomas Gooley)
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need to be surged to one place until bases 
on land could be reestablished.)

Some ongoing improvements to 
the carrier air wing could be useful for 
regional conflicts, too, including the 
F-35C stealthy aircraft and longer range 
ground-attack variants of a UCLASS. 
However, the case for a different mix of 
aircraft in the carrier wing is most vivid 
when considering possible conflict against 
a near-peer rival.

Scenarios and Missions Against 
a Near-Peer Foe. Against a country 
like Russia or China, the challenges of 
projecting naval power are, naturally, far 
greater. Those countries have advanced 
submarine forces, resilient reconnais-
sance-strike complexes that are difficult to 
bring down, and potent antiship missiles 
of various types. Of course, they also have 
nuclear weapons. Conflict against either 

is considerably less likely than against the 
likes of North Korea or Iran, and as such 
it is not necessary to think in terms of 
two simultaneous operations. But robust 
deterrence does require war-winning 
combat capability against one at a time, 
today and into the indefinite future.

For scenarios involving either of 
those countries, there are more profound 
distinctions between the air superiority 
mission and ground-attack mission. 
Establishing air superiority, if even feasi-
ble, is most achievable if the carriers are 
relatively close to the airspace they are 
defending. Otherwise, huge amounts of 
time would be lost in transit, and rapid 
reaction against any kind of enemy surge 
attack might not occur in sufficiently 
prompt fashion.

On the other hand, attacking targets 
on the territories of either potential 

foe, or ships operating near their coasts, 
would shift the calculus substantially. For 
those missions, longer range aircraft are 
much better. They allow the carriers to 
remain at greater distance, enhancing 
their survivability and that of their sur-
face-combatant escorts. Such capabilities 
could be hugely helpful even if military 
balances had evolved to the point where 
the close-in air superiority mission were 
no longer as feasible as it had once been.

Consider one specific example: an op-
eration involving elements of a Chinese 
naval blockade against Taiwan, perhaps 
after Beijing determined that Taipei had 
taken some steps leaning too far in the di-
rection of declaring independence. China 
might conclude that a naval blockade 
could be “leaky” but still be quite potent. 
It would not need to stop all ship voyages 
into and out of Taiwan; it would simply 

Sailors and Marines participate in flight deck washdown aboard USS Iwo Jima, May 7, 2018 (U.S. Navy/Dominick A. Cremeans)
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need to deter enough ships from risking 
the journey that Taiwan’s economy 
would suffer badly. The goal would likely 
be to squeeze the island economically to 
a point of capitulation.21

The centerpiece of the approach 
would probably have China’s submarine 
fleet introduce a significant risk factor 
into all maritime voyages into and out 
of Taiwan—occasionally sinking a cargo 
ship with submarines or with mines it 
laid in Taiwan’s harbors.22 Over the last 
20 years, China’s fleet of modern attack 
submarines has grown from roughly 2 
to 40.23 China’s precision-strike capabil-
ities have improved to the point where 
it could conceivably use a preemptive 
missile and air attack against Taiwanese 
airfields and ports and associated infra-
structure to hobble Taiwan’s ability to 
strike back.24

To break the blockade, under current 
thinking, the basic concept of operations 
for the United States and Taiwan would 
probably be to deploy enough forces to 
the Western Pacific to set up a protected 
shipping lane east of Taiwan. To carry out 
that mission, the United States, together 
with Taiwan, would need to establish air 
superiority throughout a large part of the 
region. The United States and Taiwan, 
and perhaps Japan and other allies as well, 
would also need to protect ships against 
Chinese submarine attack and cope with 
the threat of mines near Taiwan’s ports.

The air superiority mission has 
become much harder given Chinese mod-
ernization, combined with the realities 
of geography and the limited options 
for basing U.S. aircraft in the region. 
Fortunately, modern U.S. stealthy or 
fifth-generation aircraft are still far supe-
rior to Chinese planes. Unfortunately, 
China now has close to 1,000 fourth-gen-
eration fighters of rough comparability to 
U.S. aircraft such as the F-15 and F-16. A 
RAND simulation estimates that it might 
take 6 or 7 U.S. fighter wings (each with 
some 72 planes)—based on Okinawa, in 
other parts of Japan, on Guam, and on 
carriers, and supported by aerial refueling 
tankers—to do the job. The United States 
could lose a number of aircraft in this pro-
cess, perhaps even dozens; China could 
lose dozens, or even hundreds.

Both sides would of course be sorely 
tempted to attack the adversary’s run-
ways, as well as refueling and rearming 
supplies for the aircraft.25 Chinese capa-
bilities in these areas are now such that 
any Chinese attack against military facil-
ities in a place like Okinawa would likely 
shut down runways for at least some 
stretch of time, and destroy aircraft, 
ordnance, and fuel stocks that had not 
been properly secured in underground 
areas and/or hardened shelters.26 China 
might very well be able to threaten 
U.S. aircraft carriers, too. The closer 
they were to Chinese shores, the higher 
the likelihood that sensor-shooter links 
could be maintained long enough to 
guide a cruise or ballistic missile to 
target. Chinese submarines could tar-
get not only cargo ships but also Navy 
vessels, including carriers. The United 
States and any allies would use their own 
antisubmarine warfare assets operating 
off land bases and carriers to hunt down 
Chinese submarines.

The typical Chinese attack submarine 
might succeed in getting off several 
shots against valuable, and vulnerable, 
surface ships before meeting its own 
demise.27 A recent major RAND study 
on the U.S.-China military balance con-
curred with this broad result, especially 
in cases where Chinese submarines could 
be cued by sensors to a general area 
where a target like a U.S. aircraft carrier 
might operate.28 China might hope that 
a quick strike that sank a major U.S. 
ship and killed hundreds of Americans 
(or even thousands, in the event of a 
carrier sinking) would cause Washington 
to waver in its future commitment to 
the defense of Taiwan. Thus, the carrier 
fleet in particular would be important 
to protect, more so than other military 
or commercial assets. Yet if the United 
States made protection of the carrier its 
preeminent concern, those carriers could 
be pushed so far out to sea as to be 
much less useful as platforms launching 
aircraft for air superiority or antisubma-
rine warfare operations.

Of course, there would be huge 
additional uncertainties in this kind 
of scenario, starting with fundamen-
tal doubt as to whether Chinese and 

American space-based reconnaissance and 
communications systems could survive in 
the face of antisatellite and cyber attacks. 
If the United States, in conjunction with 
Taiwan and perhaps Japan, concluded 
that conventional operations were not 
going their way, they might elect to 
undertake a systematic campaign of 
bombing targets in southeast China 
contributing to the military campaign, 
such as missile-launching bases, radar and 
surface-to-air missile sites, and submarine 
ports (whether or not China had already 
attacked bases in Okinawa directly). Then 
there is the risk of nuclear escalation, 
whether inadvertent or intentional.29 
Even though U.S. nuclear forces far 
exceed those of the People’s Liberation 
Army, China might conclude that its 
disproportionate interests in the Taiwan 
issue in particular would warrant nuclear 
brinkmanship.

Where does this leave things? I 
believe the United States does need to 
prepare for the direct defense of assets 
of threatened friends and allies (such 
as Taiwan, or Japan’s Senkaku Islands, 
or eastern farming towns in Latvia or 
Estonia). However, in the actual event of 
hostilities, the United States would also 
want other options—asymmetric ones, 
what B.H. Liddell Hart might call an 
indirect approach, that played to its own 
strengths. Rather than forcibly reopen sea 
and air lanes into Taiwan, or promptly 
taking back that notional Baltic farming 
village, the United States and allies might 
wish to apply military power at times 
and places of their own choosing, where 
the correlation of forces and geography 
were more favorable. There would be 
downsides to such an approach; the 
threatened ally might not be immediately 
protected. But deterrence—the real goal 
here—would likely be reinforced because 
indirect defense may be a more credible, 
and believable, response than direct de-
fense in some cases.

Thinking in these terms leads nat-
urally to my final mission area for the 
future carrier fleet—sea control. I think 
of it as not only a defensive mission to 
protect western shipping but also an 
offensive opportunity against the assets of 
possible adversaries.



22 Forum / The Future of the Aircraft Carrier and the Carrier Air Wing JFQ 90, 3rd Quarter 2018

Sea Control and the Indirect 
Approach. Being a maritime nation with 
allies all around the world, the United 
States has a special interest in securing 
blue-water sea lanes as well as the airspace 
above the oceans. This is particularly 
true in a globalized world.30 Fortunately, 
this is a task the United States remains 
very good at—and far ahead of China or 
Russia, even if those two powers could 
pose limited risks to blue waters with 
their respective submarine forces.

The sea control mission goes well 
beyond the simple idea of sustaining free 
access for all to the global commons in 
peacetime. There are wartime scenarios 
where it could also be of great impor-
tance, as well.

If Xi Jinping commands an attack 
on Taiwan, why not take away his de-
pendable sources of oil and his ability to 
trade by sea with foreign partners, rather 
than put tens of thousands of Americans 
in close proximity to the Chinese coast 
with a direct defense operation? If 
Vladimir Putin fabricates a pretext to 
“protect” native Russian speakers in a 
Baltic state with little green men, do we 
really need to launch Operation Desert 
Storm on steroids in response? Why 
not take measures that would strangle 
Russia’s economy, especially now that 
Western European countries have built 
up enough alternative sources of energy 
(through integrated natural gas pipelines 
and the like) that they could survive any 
resulting Russian cutoff in their hydro-
carbon supplies?

By combining sanctions with the 
selective application of long-range strike 
power in parts of the global commons, 
the United States and its allies can make 
it entirely unrewarding for Russia or 
China to carry out aggression against ex-
posed U.S. allies. Provided that we have 
escalation dominance in such domains, 
as I believe we do (though more could 
be done to ensure that, especially in 
economic realms), this kind of approach 
could play to Western strengths while 
also limiting the risks of escalation, since 
the kinds of military actions I propose 
would involve relatively few casualties 
and take place at some distance from 
adversaries’ territories.

Even if China increasingly succeeds 
with time in making its own littoral 
regions, including the South China Sea, 
more difficult and potentially dangerous 
for American ships, the Indian Ocean 
basin is a different matter. Ambushes near 
the Straits of Malacca, or alternatively 
the Strait of Hormuz at the other end of 
a notional journey by an oil tanker from 
the Persian Gulf to China, could constrict 
China’s access to oil. Attacks might also 
take place in the southern South China 
Sea, far from Chinese bases. These could 
involve a combination of bomber, sub-
marine, and carrier-based aircraft, even 
if no regional states like Singapore or 
Thailand or the Philippines ultimately 
wanted to offer America access to bases 
on their territories. Russian trade could 
be challenged in ocean waters near the 
Baltic and Mediterranean seas, as well as 
the Sea of Okhotsk. In neither case would 
a blockade, coupled with strong and 
sweeping sanctions, have to be airtight to 
be strategically effective over time.

Indeed, such blockades as well as 
associated sanctions would hurt the West. 
But such pain is preferable to huge and 
enormously costly military operations 
that carry considerable uncertainty about 
their likely outcomes—not to mention a 
real risk of nuclear escalation. Moreover, 
the West needs to bear in mind its inher-
ent advantages. North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization nations plus Japan, South 
Korea, and Australia together represent 
more than half of the world’s gross 
domestic product and by far the world’s 
largest markets. Factories in China and 
oil and gas producers in Russia need us 
more than we need them, especially given 
the world’s new sources of energy and 
the multiple manufacturing centers that 
could, if need be, replace much of what 
China and Russia now do for the world 
economy.

For these kinds of operations, long-
range strike capability is highly desirable. 
The purpose of carriers, and assets like 
bombers, in these sorts of missions, 
is less to establish air superiority than 
to project strike power. Moreover, a 
thorough bombing campaign against 
thousands or tens of thousands of land 
targets is less relevant than an ability to 

have intelligence-driven strikes against 
a relatively modest number of the right 
kinds of larger assets, most of all ships. 
Numbers matter, but capabilities matter 
even more in such situations. In some 
such situations, long-range bombers may 
be the preferred tool. In others, however, 
carriers may be useful. They can also be 
helpful in protecting sea lanes to Europe, 
Japan, Australia, South Korea, and the 
Middle East in the event of hostilities 
against another great power.

Conclusion
In this article, I outlined a nuanced case 
for the future aircraft carrier force and 
its associated air wings. The carrier is 
not becoming obsolete, but its optimal 
usages in peacetime and especially in 
war against near-peer competitors are 
changing.

To be sure, some traditional carrier 
priorities would remain relevant even 
with such a revised strategic concept for 
the United States, which would still want 
enough carriers for peacetime presence 
and crisis response, as well as various 
types of kinetic operations against re-
gional adversaries.

Some of the means and methods by 
which these operations were conducted 
could change. Large-deck amphibious 
ships could substitute more often for 
flat-deck carriers in some presence oper-
ations. More Air Force airpower could 
be stationed in the Persian Gulf region, 
alleviating the pressure for the carrier 
force always to maintain coverage there. 
Greater use of unpredictable presence op-
erations could sometimes be favored over 
continuous time on station.

Most of all, the United States needs 
to rethink how it might fight a near-peer 
rival so as to enhance deterrence—and 
figure out what that means for the carrier 
fleet and carrier wing. No allies should 
be abandoned in this process, and no 
strategy of offshore balancing should be 
adopted. American military assets should 
also largely remain forward deployed for 
purposes of deterrence, assurance, and 
warfighting capability, too. But direct and 
prompt defense of all allied territory may 
not be the best, and should not be the 
only, option for future combat scenarios 
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against Russia or China. More indirect, 
asymmetric approaches should figure 
centrally in warfighting concepts. Thus, 
a carrier force with 10 flat-deck vessels 
(and another 10 large-deck amphibious 
ship carriers) and a carrier air wing with 
a dozen or two long-range and stealthy 
UCLASS-derived unmanned systems, 
rather than a strike force dominated ex-
clusively by F-18 and F-35 manned jets, 
may make the most sense.

These considerations are especially 
compelling if the Trump defense buildup, 
for reasons of fiscal austerity, proves less 
generous than the Navy now hopes. 
Rather than emphasize pursuit of a 355-
ship fleet, the Navy should think more 
about new capabilities and new concepts 
of operations for the fleet it has now, 
starting with the aircraft carrier force. JFQ
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