
Summary

N
IDS East Asian Strategic Review

 2022

223222　

United States defense policy

Europe Australia

Indo-Pacific foreign policy

Chapter 7

The United States
“Strategic Competition” with China and the Restoration 
of U.S. Leadership

KIKUCHI Shigeo

President Biden, 
appears on a press 
room screen at the 
NATO summit 
on June 14, 
2021 (©Nicolas 
Landemard/Le 
Pictorium Agency 
via ZUMA Press/
Kyodo News Images)

The Joseph Biden administration took office following the 
January 6, 2021 attack on the U.S. Capitol—the nation’s only 
political crisis comparable to the Civil War. Despite differing 
from the Donald Trump administration in many ways, 
including its background, and governing style, the Biden 
administration has followed in the footsteps of the previous 
administration in key areas of foreign and national security 
policies. The Biden administration upheld the agreement that 
the previous administration made with the Taliban to 
completely withdraw from Afghanistan, although it extended 
its deadline by more than four months. The Biden 
administration also identified as its first priority “new threats” 
created by China as the “distribution of power across the 
world is changing,” and positioned China’s relationship with 
the United States as one of “strategic competition.” However, 
unlike the previous administration, the Biden administration 
believes that this “strategic competition” is a “complicated 
one” with “competitive,” “collaborative,” and “adversarial” 
aspects, and it has reemphasized the importance of engaging 
in diplomacy and in international organizations in order to 
secure the United States’ position as a world leader. In 
addition, to maintain the international order in the Indo-Pacific 
region, the Biden administration has emphasized cooperation 
with concerned nations. This stance was reflected in a series 
of summit- and ministerial-level meetings held after the 
administration took power, as well as in President Biden’s first 
overseas trip to Europe. Also notable was the administration’s 
creation of the Australia-United Kingdom-United States 
trilateral security partnership (AUKUS), which was announced 
on September 15.

Due in part to the rapid progress of vaccination against 
novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19), in 2021, the Indo-
Pacific saw a variety of large-scale exercises and active 
deployment of ships to the Western Pacific, including bilateral 
training with a British aircraft carrier. The Biden administration 
continued to deploy U.S. Navy ships in the South China Sea 
and conduct transits through the Taiwan Strait. As for the 
military posture in the Indo-Pacific, the administration 
launched a policy of strengthening the defense of Guam, 
which is a strategic hub for the United States, and has been 
promoting the distribution of base functions, reorganization of 
the Marine Corps, and the development of long-range strike 
capabilities by the Army.
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1. The Biden Administration and Its Foreign Policy

(1) Afghanistan Drawdown

The Biden administration came into office after settling a political crisis not 
seen since the Civil War. On January 6, 2021, a mob of supporters claiming 
that President Donald Trump had been reelected broke through a barricade 
and stormed into the U.S. Capitol, where a Joint Session was in the process 
of certifying the electoral votes cast the previous year on December 14, and 
violently disrupted the proceedings. While the Biden administration largely 
reversed the policies of the previous administration in several areas, it also 
inherited important aspects of Trump’s foreign and security policies.

One of them was the policy of withdrawal from Afghanistan, in which “Biden 
was working from a script inherited from the administration of Donald Trump” 
(Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations).1 President 
Trump had made public his intention to pull out of Afghanistan in the election 
campaign, but he heeded the advice of Secretary of Defense James Mattis and 
other officers. In a speech on August 21, 2017, seven months after taking office, 
he stated that “a hasty withdrawal would create a vacuum that terrorists...would 
instantly fill” and rejected a pullout strategy guided by “arbitrary timetables,” 
citing the example of how pulling U.S. troops from Iraq in 2011 had allowed the 
Islamic State to grow more powerful there. In addition, he reportedly granted 
Secretary of Defense Mattis the authority to deploy additional troops.2 Before 
long, however, Trump became frustrated with the situation in Afghanistan. 
By the summer of 2019, he had turned to the idea of withdrawing U.S. troops 
“as quickly as we can.” The Trump administration began to negotiate with the 
Taliban without the participation of the Afghan government, while proceeding to 
reduce the number of U.S. troops stationed in Afghanistan. These negotiations 
resulted in the U.S.-Taliban Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan, or 
Doha Agreement, signed on February 29, 2020 between Zalmay Khalilzad, 
U.S. special representative for Afghanistan reconciliation, and Abdul Ghani 

Baradar, head of the Taliban’s political office in Qatar. In the agreement, the 
Taliban pledged to prevent terrorists, including al Qaeda, from using Afghan 
soil to attack the United States and its allies, to refuse cooperation with groups 
or individuals that threaten the security of the United States and its allies, and 
to prevent groups or individuals within Afghanistan from attacking the United 
States and its allies. In exchange, the United States pledged to fully remove all 
military forces of the United States, its allies, and Coalition partners, civilian 
personnel other than diplomats, and private security company personnel by May 
1, 2021. The U.S. withdrawal was executed in line with the Doha Agreement, 
and on January 15, 2021, five days before the change of administration, acting 
Secretary of Defense Christopher Miller announced that the number of U.S. 
troops stationed in Afghanistan had been reduced to 2,500.

After taking office on January 20, the Biden administration, led by Jake 
Sullivan, assistant to the president for national security affairs, reportedly held 25 
National Security Council (NSC) meetings over the two-plus month period from 
February through April, during which the Afghanistan strategy was intensively 
reviewed. Based on these meetings, President Biden announced in a speech at the 
White House on April 14 that the “final withdrawal” would begin on May 1, and 
that the redeployment of U.S., NATO allies, and partner troops from Afghanistan 
would be completed by September 11. Although the deadline for complete pullout 
was pushed back by a little more than four months, the Biden administration has 
nevertheless upheld the Trump administration’s policy.

In an earlier intra-governmental review, Gen. Austin Miller, commander of 
the United States Forces-Afghanistan, had recommended that several thousand 
U.S. troops remain in the country. Likewise, Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin 
presented two options: withdrawal according to the Doha Agreement, or continued 
presence in Afghanistan for an indefinite period. He asserted that the latter 
option, continuing to station U.S. troops in Afghanistan, would enable the United 
States to provide Ashraf Ghani’s administration with vital intelligence to govern 
the country and would allow the United States to gain “situational awareness” 
on the ground. In response, President Biden made it clear that maintaining the 
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current regime was not the 
objective of the military 
operation, stating in a 
meeting at the White 
House, “If the mission is 
to preserve the Ghani 
government, I would not 
send my own son.”3

From the start, President 
Biden recognized that the 
military operation in 
Afghanistan, which was 
initiated to prevent the 
recurrence of terrorist 
attacks against the United 

States, had become unclear in its objectives. It had expanded to include efforts 
to rebuild the nation of Afghanistan, and he believed that the time had come for 
the operation to return to its original objectives.4 Biden expressed this sentiment 
in a speech on April 14, when he said that as a result of the U.S. forces’ continued 
presence in Afghanistan after the killing of Osama bin Laden, the mastermind of 
the terror attacks on the United States, “our reasons for remaining in Afghanistan 
are becoming increasingly unclear.” In contrast to the insistence of the Department 
of Defense (DOD) on a limited, but continued presence in the area, Biden believed 
that “a troop presence became a magnet for more troops,” and that the situation 
could spiral out of hand if the Taliban—which had refrained from attacking U.S. 
troops in accordance with the Doha Agreement—resumed attacks once it learned 
that the U.S. forces were there to stay. Thus, maintaining a continued presence 
would ultimately require the deployment of additional forces.5

President Biden’s understanding draws from his experience as vice president 
in the Barack Obama administration, where he participated in the White House 
reviews of the Afghanistan-Pakistan strategy in the spring of 2009 and the 

Afghanistan surge in the summer and fall of the same year. In one notable 
instance, Biden visited Pakistan and Afghanistan in January 2009, just before 
he took office as vice president.6 There, during talks and dinner with President 
Hamid Karzai, he reportedly came to the conclusion that the Afghan government 
did not have the willpower to resolve its country’s governance problems, including 
its corruption and internal divisions, nor a sense of commitment in the fight 
against the Taliban, and that there was no hope of turning the situation around in 
Afghanistan.7 On this point, former President Barack Obama noted in his memoir 
that Biden’s January 2009 visit to Afghanistan “convinced him [Biden] that we 
needed to rethink our entire approach to Afghanistan.”8

Once the review of the Afghanistan surge had begun, Gen. Stanley 
McChrystal, commander of the International Security Assistance Force 
stationed in Afghanistan, called for an additional 40,000 U.S. troops to be 
sent to Afghanistan to conduct a “comprehensive counterinsurgency (COIN) 
campaign.” This request was supported by David Petraeus, commander of the 
U.S. Central Command, and Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
(JCS). According to former President Barack Obama, Vice President Biden 
“viewed McChrystal’s proposal as just the latest attempt by an unrestrained 
military to drag the country deeper into a futile, wildly expensive nation-building 
exercise, when we could and should be narrowly focused on counterterrorism 
(CT) efforts against al-Qaeda.”9

Former President Trump held similar views to President Biden regarding the 
continued presence of U.S. troops in Afghanistan. According to John Bolton, 
Trump’s national security advisor, Trump “opposed a continuing US presence 
in Afghanistan” and “was frustrated with what he called ‘his’ generals,” namely, 
Secretary of Defense Mattis and others who repeatedly urged him to keep the 
troops in Afghanistan.10 In addition, during an interview with Bob Woodward 
at the Washington Post, he expressed strong dissatisfaction with “four generals” 
(Secretary of Defense Mattis, White House Chief of Staff John Kelly, JCS 
Chairman Joseph Dunford, and National Security Adviser H.R. McMaster), 
saying that if he followed their advice, “does this mean we’re going to be there [in 

Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin (left) and JCS chairman, Gen. 
Mark Milley (center) greet Gen. Austin Miller, commander of the 
United States Forces-Afghanistan (right), at Joint Base Andrews, 
as he returns to the United States on July 14, 2021 (DOD photo by 
Navy Petty Officer 1st Class Carlos M. Vazquez II)
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Afghanistan] for the next 
100 years?”11 In this light, 
it seems rather natural that 
former President Trump 
would respond the way 
he did to Biden’s April 14 
decision. In a statement on 
April 18, Trump criticized 
Biden’s extension of the 
withdrawal deadline, but 
called the 19-year-long 
campaign in Afghanistan 
“enough, in fact, far too 

much and way too long” and described the decision to pull out from Afghanistan 
“a wonderful and positive thing to do.” In doing so, he made it clear that he 
disagreed with many Republican officials.

Another topic of debate was whether the United States should limit its 
presence in Afghanistan to counterterrorism missions. Regarding this, in an 
article he contributed to the March/April 2020 issue of Foreign Affairs, President 
Biden, then one of the Democratic presidential candidates, called for an end to 
military operations in Afghanistan, reiterating that the United States should 
bring home the majority of its troops from the wars in Afghanistan and the 
Middle East and “narrowly define” its mission as defeating al Qaeda and the 
Islamic State. Even if the U.S. military were to limit its role to counterterrorism 
missions, the fact would remain that Afghanistan’s share of the war on terror 
was declining relative to other countries. In his April 14 speech, President Biden 
noted that “over the past 20 years [after the September 11 attacks], the threat has 
become more dispersed, metastasizing around the globe: al-Shabaab in Somalia; 
al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula; al-Nusra in Syria; ISIS attempting to create 
a caliphate in Syria and Iraq and establishing affiliates in multiple countries in 
Africa and Asia.” In such a situation, “keeping thousands of troops grounded and 

concentrated in just one country at a cost of billions each year makes little sense.”
The same view had already been expressed in President Obama’s “Drone 

Speech” at the U.S. National Defense University on May 23, 2013. In this speech, 
President Obama, referring to the outbreak of al Qaeda affiliates, pointed out that 
“from Yemen to Iraq, from Somalia to North Africa, the threat today is more 
diffuse.” He then revealed that he had signed the Presidential Policy Guidance 
(PPG), a framework for reviewing direct actions taken  unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) and by Special Forces in areas other than Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and 
parts of Libya, which are designated “areas of active hostilities.”12

Efforts to scale back and reorganize combat missions have also been taking 
place with regard to Iraq. On July 26, 2021, President Biden announced an 
agreement with the Iraqi government to end the U.S. combat mission in Iraq 
by the end of 2021, based on negotiations in the U.S.-Iraq Strategic Dialogue 
that began on June 11, 2020, under the Trump administration. In Iraq, as in 
Afghanistan, the Biden administration completed the work begun under the 
Trump administration.

Behind President Biden’s decision to take over President Trump’s policy of 
complete withdrawal from Afghanistan and make it a reality was the foregone 
conclusion that the Afghan government, which the United States had propped 
up for many years, would at some point reach the brink of collapse. It was a 
choice that he dared to make, being fully aware of possible criticism he would 
take and in defiance of the recommendations of the DOD and senior military 
leadership. In the aforementioned contribution to Foreign Affairs, President 
Biden wrote, “staying entrenched in unwinnable conflicts drains our capacity to 
lead on other issues that require our attention, and it prevents us from rebuilding 
the other instruments of American power.” In light of this, the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan can be interpreted instead as a decision to allocate more resources 
to more critical issues, such as strategic competition with China. In his April 14 
speech, President Biden stated that he was the fourth president to preside over the 
war in Afghanistan, and that “I will not pass this responsibility on to a fifth.” Such 
a statement should be seen as a demonstration of Biden’s strong political will to 

A member of the U.S. Air Force 23rd Security Forces Squadron 
plays ball with Afghan children evacuated from Afghanistan to 
Ramstein Air Base, Germany, as part of Operation Allies Refuge 
(August 31, 2021, Ramstein Air Base, Germany) 
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follow through with this decision.

(2) “Strategic Competition” with China

Matt Pottinger, who oversaw the Trump administration’s Asia policy, first as NSC 
senior director for Asia, and then as deputy national security advisor, said the 
Biden administration “has largely maintained its predecessor’s policy” toward 
China, a point made clear early in the administration.13 The Interim National 
Security Strategic Guidance (INSSG) released by the White House on March 3, 
2021, states that the “distribution of power across the world is changing,” creating 
“new threats” such as China, Russia, North Korea, Iran, and terrorism and violent 
extremism. Among them, China is positioned as “the only competitor potentially 
capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, military, and technological 
power to mount a sustained challenge to a stable and open international system” 
(emphasis added).

This remarkable continuity in perception on China can be attributed to a 
shared recognition across party lines that the United States can no longer expect 
deeper engagement with China to encourage its transformation. This expectation 
had formed the basis of China policies of the successive U.S. administrations 
since Richard Nixon. In the March/April 2018 issue of Foreign Affairs, Kurt 
Campbell, currently the NSC coordinator for Indo-Pacific affairs in the Biden 
administration, and Ely Ratner, who serves as the assistant secretary of defense 
for Indo-Pacific security affairs, mentioned that since Nixon, the United States has 
“put too much faith in its power to shape China’s trajectory,” and that despite trade 
with China and the country’s integration into the international economy, “China 
has instead pursued its own course, belying a range of American expectations.” 
The same perception was shared by the Trump administration’s Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo, who said that since Richard Nixon’s presidency, the United 
States presumed it to be “so inevitable” that as China became more prosperous, 
it would open up, and that the freer it became, the less of a threat it would present 
to the international community—but “that age of inevitability is over” (July 23, 
2020 speech at the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum). In the 

September/October 2019 issue of Foreign Affairs, Campbell and Sullivan, who 
would serve as President Biden’s national security advisor, observed that both 
Republican and Democratic foreign policy officials “have mostly, and rightly, 
discarded some of the more optimistic assumptions that underpinned the four-
decade-long strategy of diplomatic and economic engagement with China.”

Continuing in the line of the Trump administration, the Biden administration 
has positioned relations with China as “strategic competition.” However, it does 
not consider strategic competition to consist solely of adversarial elements, and 
has made its position clear, saying in the INSSG: “strategic competition does not, 
and should not, preclude working with China when it is in our national interest 
to do so.” Likewise, during his “A Foreign Policy for the American People” 
speech at the State Department on March 3, 2021, the same day the INSSG was 
released, Secretary of State Antony Blinken explained that the relationship with 
China has “competitive,” “collaborative,” and “adversarial” aspects. These three 
aspects of the relationship with China make it a “complicated one” (Secretary of 
State Blinken, MSNBC interview, February 1, 2021), but the key to meeting these 
challenges, he says, is for the United States to demonstrate its leadership through 
diplomacy and in its engagement with international organizations.

In fact, on February 4, shortly after taking office, President Biden declared in 
his State Department address on U.S. foreign policy, “America is back,” followed 
by, “Diplomacy is back at the center of our foreign policy.” These remarks 
expressed his desire to strengthen U.S. leadership in addressing a variety of 
challenges. The same message was demonstrated symbolically when President 
Biden signed two documents on January 20, his first day in office: one retracting 
the Trump administration’s decision to withdraw the United States from the 
World Health Organization (WHO), and the other bringing the United States 
back into the Paris Agreement (the United States formally rejoined on February 
19). As stated by Secretary of State Blinken in his March 3 speech, in terms 
of engagement in diplomacy and international organizations, “where we have 
pulled back, China has filled in.” One can note that underlying all of this was the 
country’s strategic competition with China for international leadership.
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Regarding the Biden administration’s relations with China, concrete examples 
of continuity with the previous administration can be seen in several areas. 
The Trump administration, in its final days, prohibited U.S. persons from the 
transaction and possession of publicly traded securities of any company identified 
as a Communist Chinese Military Company (CCMC), including their derivatives 
(Executive Order 13959 (November 12, 2020), Executive Order 13974 (January 
13, 2021)). A total of 44 companies were designated as CCMCs under the 
Trump administration. In contrast, with Executive Order 14032 of June 3, 2021, 
President Biden reorganized President Trump’s regulations and expanded the ban 
on trading and holding publicly traded securities and their derivatives to include 
“Chinese Military-Industrial Complex Companies” (CMIC), which also cover 
“the surveillance technology sector,” citing their “use of Chinese surveillance 
technology to facilitate repression or serious human rights abuse.” As of the end 
of 2021, 68 Chinese companies have been designated as CMICs, more than under 
the Trump administration. These include SenseTime Group Limited, which was 
identified as a CMIC on December 10, 2021, International Human Rights Day, for 
providing China with systems that made use of facial recognition technology to 
monitor ethnic minorities in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.

As exemplified by the expansion of the ban on trading and holding publicly 
traded securities and their derivatives to encompass CMICs, including those 
in the “surveillance sector,” the Biden administration, following the steps taken 
by the Trump administration, has increased sanctions on China in connection 
with the human rights situation in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. 
During the Trump administration, the Treasury Department designated senior 
Communist Party and public security officials for the first time in July 2020, 
freezing their assets in the United States pursuant to the Global Magnitsky Human 
Rights Accountability Act. Following this, under the Biden administration, two 
more individuals were added to the Global Magnitsky sanctions program on 
March 22, 2021, and again on December 10, 2021. On December 23, President 
Biden also signed into law the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act, which 
prohibited the import of “goods made with forced labor in the Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region.”
As for Taiwan, the Biden administration has been making moves to strengthen 

relations with Taiwan while maintaining its existing policy positions. On 
March 25, 2021, the American Institute in Taiwan signed a memorandum of 
understanding to establish a Coast Guard Working Group with the Taipei 
Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the United States. Following 
this, on April 9, the State Department issued the Guidelines on Relations with 
Taiwan. Intended to serve as a guide for U.S. government officials in interactions 
with “Taiwan counterparts,” it positions Taiwan as “a vibrant democracy and 
an important security and economic partner that is also a force for good in the 
international community” and “liberalize[s] guidance on contacts with Taiwan.” 
The guidelines were drafted in accordance with the Taiwan Assurance Act of 
2020, enacted on December 27, 2020, which directed the State Department to 
review the department’s current guidance that governs relations with Taiwan 
with “the intent to deepen and expand United States-Taiwan relations.” In a press 
statement dated May 7, 2021, Secretary of State Blinken also stated that “Taiwan 
is a reliable partner, a vibrant democracy, and a force for good in the world,” 
and insisted that Taiwan be invited to the World Health Assembly, the highest 
decision-making body of the World Health Organization (WHO).

In addition, on June 16, 2020, nearing the end of the Trump administration, the 
official Facebook account of the U.S. Army 1st Special Forces Group (Airborne) 
posted a promotional video showing a training exercise in which U.S. operators 
carried wounded soldiers into a UH-60 helicopter with what appeared to be the 
“Blue Sky with a White Sun” and the Chinese characters “Lujun [Army]” on it. 
The media responded to the post, saying it showed that the United States had 
sent special operations forces to Taiwan and was training with the Taiwanese 
military. In November of the same year, it was reported that marines from the 
Marine Special Operations Command had been sent to Taiwan and that they 
were training the Taiwan Marine Corps. In response, a U.S. DOD spokesman 
commented to Stars and Stripes that such reports were “inaccurate.” Then, on 
October 7, 2021, well into the ninth month with President Biden in office, the 
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Wall Street Journal offered some perspective on the continued provision of 
training by U.S. special-operations forces for the Taiwan military even after 
the change of administration, reporting that “about two dozen members of U.S. 
special-operations and support troops are conducting training for small units of 
Taiwan’s ground forces” and that “the American forces have been operating in 
Taiwan for at least a year.”14

The Biden administration is aware that it must also properly manage strategic 
competition with China to prevent the situation from escalating in an undesired 
manner. One example of this was President Biden’s appeal to President Xi Jinping 
at the U.S.-China summit held online on November 15, 2021, when he noted the 
need for “common-sense guardrails” to ensure that competition does not veer 
into conflict and to keep lines of communication open. In that regard, there has 
been a growing sense in China that the United States has been in decline ever 
since the 2008 financial crisis. Events such as the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 
and the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol Building have only increased the 
momentum behind such arguments.15 How the United States works on these 
perceptions in China through its words and actions will also be critical in 
managing the competition.16

(3) Rallying Allies and Partners in the Indo-Pacific

According to the INSSG, in order to advance strategic competition with China, 
the United States must confront China from “a position of confidence and 
strength.” To this end, the United States must “rally our allies and partners to 
join us, pooling our negotiating leverage and showing our collective power and 
resolve.” Such efforts to strengthen ties with allies and partners began soon after 
the Biden administration took office. On March 12, 2021, the Japan-Australia-
India-U.S. Leaders’ Video Conference was held, where participants pledged to 
“commit to promoting a free, open rules-based order, rooted in international 
law” and respond to “challenges to the rules-based maritime order in the East 
and South China Seas.” At the subsequent Japan-U.S. Security Consultative 
Committee meeting on March 16 and the Japan-U.S. summit on April 16, 

participants expressed concern about “Chinese activities that are inconsistent 
with the international rules-based order” and opposed China’s unlawful maritime 
claims and activities in the South China Sea and “any unilateral attempts to 
change the status quo.” They also expressed “serious concerns” about the human 
rights situation in Hong Kong and the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region and 
emphasized “the importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait.”

The United States is also seeking cooperation with European allies on Indo-
Pacific issues. One such effort was President Biden’s June 2021 trip to Europe, 
which he described as “America rallying the world’s democracies.”17 At the G7 
summit held in Cornwall, the United Kingdom, from June 11 to 13, and at the 
U.S.-EU summit held in Brussels on June 15, leaders called on China “to respect 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, especially in relation to Xinjiang 
and those rights, freedoms and high degree of autonomy for Hong Kong,” and 
underscored “the importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait,” 
stating that they “remain seriously concerned about the situation in the East and 
South China Seas.” Then, at the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
summit held in Brussels on June 14, NATO allies stated that “China’s stated 
ambitions and assertive behavior present systemic challenges to the rules-based 
international order and to areas relevant to Alliance security.” In addition, in 
2021, the United States symbolically demonstrated its cooperation with European 
countries on Indo-Pacific security issues through joint training exercises with 
ships sent by these countries to the Indo-Pacific (see Section 2 (1)).

One of the most notable examples of U.S. cooperation with concerned nations 
on Indo-Pacific security was the creation of the Australia-United Kingdom-
United States trilateral security partnership (AUKUS), which President Biden 
jointly announced with Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison and UK 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson at the White House on September 15, 2021. 
According to the joint statement released that day, AUKUS is an “an enhanced 
trilateral security partnership” whose purpose is “to deepen diplomatic, security, 
and defense cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region.” Furthermore, it described 
trilateral cooperation on the acquisition of conventionally armed, nuclear-
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powered submarines for the Royal Australian Navy as “the first initiative under 
AUKUS.” Prime Minister Morrison revealed that Australia intends to build 
nuclear submarines in Adelaide, Australia, in close cooperation with the United 
Kingdom and the United States, which have experience in operating nuclear 
submarines. The three countries would hold talks over the next 18 months to 
determine “an optimal pathway” to develop a nuclear submarine capability for 
the Royal Australian Navy.

It is worth noting that Australia plans to build eight nuclear submarines 
at the Osborne Naval Shipyard in Adelaide through the 2040s, according to 
the Australian Department of Defence. On November 22, in Canberra, the 
governments of the three countries signed the Agreement for the Exchange of 
Naval Nuclear Propulsion Information concerning the provision, management, 
and protection of information on naval nuclear propulsion, including the nuclear 
reactors needed to build nuclear submarines. In a media statement explaining 
the purpose of creating AUKUS, released on September 16 (Australian time; the 
day that AUKUS’ creation was announced), Prime Minister Morrison, Defence 
Minister Peter Dutton, and Foreign Affairs Minister Marise Payne stated that 
with the decision to cooperate with the United States and the United Kingdom in 
building nuclear submarines, Australia would be discontinuing development of 
the Attack-class conventionally powered submarines, which it had been carrying 
out jointly with the French defense company Naval Group in order to replace its 
six existing Collins-class conventional submarines.

On October 30, 2021, Vice Admiral Jonathan Mead, chief of the Nuclear 
Powered Submarine Taskforce, Australian Department of Defence, explained 
in comments posted on the Department’s website that the decision to introduce 
nuclear submarines was due to “a rapid deterioration of the strategic environment 
of the Indo-Pacific region” as well as the fact that “military modernization is 
occurring at an unprecedented rate. Capabilities are rapidly advancing, and their 
reach is expanding. As a result, our technological edge is narrowing.” According 
to Vice Admiral Mead, to deal to this situation, the Australian government 
will “allow us to hold potential adversaries at risk from a greater distance 

and influence their calculus of the costs involved in threatening Australia’s 
interests” as well as “develop a more capable military force” that includes nuclear 
submarines.

Vice Admiral Mead did not specify which country he was referring to when 
he spoke of “military modernization” occurring at an “unprecedented rate.” 
However, the introduction of nuclear submarines to Australia by AUKUS 
is generally perceived to be with China in mind, as pointed out by Michael 
Gilday, chief of naval operations, who stated in a September 23, 2021 webinar 
that AUKUS is a “brilliant stroke with respect to our posture in the Pacific, 
particularly vis-à-vis China.”

Furthermore, AUKUS is expected to increase the interoperability of the 
militaries of the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia. In a speech 
at the United States Institute of Peace on November 19, 2021, Kurt Campbell, 
coordinator for Indo-Pacific affairs, said that AUKUS would lead to further 
integration among the militaries of the three countries, especially their naval 
forces through the exchange of personnel. Campbell believes that integration will 
progress to a point where there is “almost a melding” of their forces.

While trilateral cooperation on nuclear submarines through AUKUS has 
attracted the most external interest, cooperation in AUKUS is not limited 
to nuclear submarines alone. The September 15 joint statement listed the 
following areas of cooperation through AUKUS: 1) promote deeper information 
and technology sharing, 2) foster deeper integration of security and defense-
related science, technology, industrial bases, and supply chains, and 3) deepen 
cooperation on a range of security and defense capabilities.

Specifically, it mentions Australia’s acquisition of long-range strike 
capabilities. A September 16 media statement by Prime Minister Morrison and 
other ministers revealed that “Australia will rapidly acquire long-range strike 
capabilities” through AUKUS, including Tomahawk Cruise Missiles, Joint Air-
to-Surface Standoff Missiles (Extended Range) (JASSM-ER), Long-Range Anti-
Ship Missiles (Extended Range) (LRASM), and precision strike guided missiles 
with a range of over 400 kilometers for its land forces, and that it will cooperate 
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with the United States to develop hypersonic missiles for its air capabilities.
Furthermore, in the 2020 Defence Strategic Update (released in July 

2020), Australia’s Department of Defence identified sovereign manufacturing 
capabilities for advanced guided weapons among objectives it was pursuing 
in addition to the acquisition of long-range strike capabilities. This challenge 
was addressed in a joint statement released after the Australia-U.S. Ministerial 
Consultations (AUSMIN) held at the U.S. State Department on September 16, the 
day after the creation of AUKUS was announced. It revealed that discussions were 
held on Australia’s sovereign manufacturing capabilities for guided weapons, 
and that the two countries had agreed to work together on it in the future. The 
statement also incorporated cooperation between the U.S. and Australian defense 
departments on research, development, testing, and evaluation, and mentioned 
that the two countries had signed a Statement of Intent on Strategic Capabilities 
Cooperation and Implementation in order to expand joint development efforts 
on “advanced defense capabilities.” Similarly, during the joint press conference 
after the AUSMIN, Secretary of State Blinken stated that through AUKUS, 
the United States and Australia would promote cooperation in cyber, AI, 

quantum technologies, 
and additional underseas 
capabilities.

Obviously, AUKUS 
also carries foreign policy 
objectives. One is to 
strengthen ties with the 
United Kingdom. This was 
evident when President 
Biden announced the 
creation of AUKUS side-
by-side with the United 
Kingdom and Australian 
prime ministers, saying 

that AUKUS “reflects a broader trend of key European countries playing an 
extremely important role in the Indo-Pacific.” Seeking a global role post-Brexit, 
the United Kingdom, in its Global Britain in a Competitive Age report published 
in March 2021, set out a new “Indo-Pacific tilt” and its intention to strengthen 
cooperation with Indo-Pacific countries through “persistent engagement by our 
armed forces and our wider security capacity-building.” AUKUS incorporates 
both of these developments in the United Kingdom.

Australia, on the other hand, has been subject to China’s “economic 
coercion”—its ability to “leverage its economic influence to impose cost and 
alter the behavior of targeted actors, as well as discourage others from pursuing 
similar actions” (U.S. DOD, Military and Security Developments Involving 
the People’s Republic of China 2021 report). In particular, in April 2020, 
when Prime Minister Morrison pointed out the need for an investigation to 
determine the origin of COVID-19, China launched what has been described as 
“an economywide assault” on Australia, imposing significantly stricter tariffs, 
import restrictions, and other measures.18 Regarding this, Campbell, coordinator 
for Indo-Pacific affairs, in an interview with the Sydney Morning Herald on 
March 16, 2021, stated that the United States put China on notice that the United 
States would not improve bilateral relations as long as China continues to engage 
in economic coercion with Australia, and that President Biden himself conveyed 
the same message to Prime Minister Morrison at the Japan-Australia-India-
U.S. Leaders’ Video Conference on March 12. Furthermore, after mentioning 
China’s “economic coercion” targeting Australia at the post-AUSMIN joint press 
conference, Secretary of State Blinken stated that “the United States will not 
leave Australia alone on the field—or better yet, on the ‘pitch.’” In doing so, he 
emphasized that AUKUS was formed with the notion of supporting Australia, 
which had become a target of Chinese economic coercion. His statement 
likely reflects the recognition that the future of the United States’ international 
leadership depends on the support it provides to allies in the face of economic 
coercion by China.19

U.S. Secretary of Defense Austin (back right) welcomes 
Australian Defence Minister Dutton (back left) to the U.S. 
DOD on September 15, 2021, ahead of the Australia-United 
States Ministerial Consultations (AUSMIN) the following day 
(DOD photo by Jim Garamone)
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2. U.S. Military Forces in the Indo-Pacific

(1) Deployments in the Western Pacific

In 2020, the United States cancelled, postponed, or scaled back various military 
exercises in response to the spread of COVID-19. Among these, in March 
2020, aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt suspended its Western Pacific 
deployment due to a COVID-19 outbreak on board. In contrast, 2021 saw rapid 
vaccination progress and an easing in infections, which made it possible to hold 
various large-scale exercises involving allied forces and actively deploy ships in 
the Western Pacific. These included training and test and evaluation thought to 
simulate high-end warfighting with China and Russia.

Exercise Northern Edge 2021 (NE 21) took place in Alaska from May 3 to 14. 
NE 21 was a Pacific Air Forces-led exercise sponsored by the U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command (INDOPACOM) for the purpose of “high-end, realistic war fighter 
training.” In addition to the U.S. Air Force, NE 21 brought together participants 
from the U.S. military services of the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps. On May 
11, as part of “Large Force Employment training,” the High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket System (HIMARS) battery, which was deployed by transport aircraft, 
conducted fire training from an airfield secured by airborne brigade. Exercise 
Lightning Edge was conducted from May 10 to 14 in conjunction with NE 21. 
During Exercise Lighting Edge, the 25th Infantry Division based in Hawaii 
remotely connected to the Multi-Domain Task Force (MDTF) (see (2) on MDTF) 
at Joint Base Lewis-McChord in Washington state through the all domain 
operations center (ADOC) in order to enable a common operating picture (COP), 
which was then used to take action against simulated targets on the island of 
Oahu. In the March 2021 chief of staff of the Army (CSA) paper, Army Multi-
Domain Transformation, ADOC was described as a MDTF “command node,” 
currently under construction, that “will enable 24/7 oversight of adversary 
contact in all domains.” Its capabilities were verified at Exercise Lighting Edge.

Also participating in NE 21 were the carrier strike group (CSG) led by USS 

Theodore Roosevelt and the amphibious ready group (ARG) led by USS Makin 
Island. These groups participated in the training exercise to prepare for the 
possibility of naval operations becoming possible in the Arctic Region due to 
global warming. The U.S. Navy has explained that participation in NE 21 by 
the CSG and ARG reflects the policy set out in A Blue Arctic (January 2021), the 
strategic blueprint released by the Department of the Navy on January 5, 2021, 
which states that the Department will “build more capable naval forces for the 
Arctic Region.”

As “one of only a handful of exercises that combine GPC [great power 
competition]-level threat complexities with the joint interoperability necessary 
to realistically inform our test data,” NE 21 also provided an opportunity for 
operational testing of equipment designed for high-end warfighting. One such test 
was the performance evaluation of the Eagle Passive Active Warning Survivability 
System (EPAWSS), which was developed to be equipped on F-15 fighter aircraft. 
EPAWSS is a state-of-the-art electronic warfare and protection system that collects 
and processes electromagnetic energy to create a comprehensive, 360-degree 
picture of threats in the battle space so that countermeasures can be taken 
quickly. The test was conducted by F-15EX and F-15E aircraft that had actually been 
equipped with EPAWSS. 
Incidentally, the Air Force 
announced earlier on 
December 31, 2020, that it 
had placed an order with 
Boeing for low-rate initial 
production of EPAWSS.

Also conducted at NE 
21 was an experiment to 
verify the kill chain—
the sequence from target 
detection to engagement—
for the Air-Launched Rapid 

An F-35B with the Marine Fighter Attack Squadron 211 de-
ployed aboard the U.K. aircraft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth 
operating in the South China Sea on October 6, 2021 (Photo by 
1st Lt. Zachary Bodner, 3rd Marine Aircraft Wing)



243242　

Chapter 7  
The U

nited States

Response Weapon (ARRW), a hypersonic glide weapon under development by 
the Air Force. For this experiment, a B-52 received target data from sensors via 
the All-Domain Operations Capability experiment (ADOC-E), more than 1,000 
nautical miles (1,852 km) away. The bomber then took a simulated shot of the 
target from 600 nautical miles away using an ARRW.

Following NE 21, the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command hosted the Large Scale 
Global Exercise 2021 (LSGE 21) from August 2 to 27, taking place “across the 
Indo-Pacific region with our global partners.” LSGE 21, which emphasized 
cooperation with “global partners,” saw participation not only by regional allies 
such as Australia and Japan, but also the United Kingdom, which deployed the 
U.K. Carrier Strike Group (CSG-21), led by HMS Queen Elizabeth, to the Indo-
Pacific. Specifically, beginning on August 20, bilateral training was conducted 
in the Philippine Sea by CSG-21 and an expeditionary strike group (ESG) led 
by USS America. During this training, HMS Queen Elizabeth carried the Royal 
Air Force 617 Squadron and U.S. Marine Fighter Attack Squadron 211, both of 
which are equipped with F-35Bs. Together with the F-35Bs of the Marine Fighter 
Attack Squadron 121 aboard USS America, they exhibited “dual-carrier—and 
triple-F-35 squadron—capability.” On August 13 and 14, the America ESG and 
CSG-21 conducted fire support coordination training on Farallon de Medinilla, 
an uninhabited island in the Mariana Islands. Upon the request from joint 
terminal air controllers (JTAC) with the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit, F-35Bs 
provided ground support and a Dutch frigate, HNLMS Evertsen, which was a 
part of CSG-21, provided naval gunfire. Furthermore, “multinational advanced 
aviation operations” by the America ESG and CSG-21 carrier-based aircraft were 
conducted on August 20, followed by “continuous flight operations for 48 hours” 
from August 22 to 24. On August 24, the U.S. Air Force’s KC-135 aerial refueling 
aircraft and F-15C fighters from the Kadena Air Base, as well as ships and aircraft 
of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces, including the destroyer JS Ise, conducted training 
with the America ESG and CSG-21. On August 26, the Carl Vinson CSG, which 
had departed San Diego on August 2, and CSG-21 launched their respective 
carrier-based aircraft, including F-35Cs and F-35Bs, for bilateral flight training 

in the Philippine Sea.
Originally scheduled for summer 2020, Large Scale Exercise 2020 (LSE 2020) 

was postponed due to COVID-19. Renamed Large Scale Exercise 2021 (LSE 
2021), it was instead conducted from August 3 to 16, 2021, within the framework 
of LSGE 21. LSE 2021 was conducted by the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps in 
order to assess and test modern warfare concepts. With the participation of five 
naval fleets, five carrier strike groups (CSGs), and four amphibious ready groups 
(ARGs) in the Pacific, Atlantic, and Mediterranean oceans, it “showcased the 
ability of our fleets to synchronize and integrate across the globe” (Vice Admiral 
Steve Koehler, commander of the 3rd U.S. Fleet) on a scale unprecedented 
in recent years. The exercise was also unique in that it was conducted as a live, 
virtual and constructive (LVC) exercise: some ships conducted live maneuvers, 
others participated in the exercise remotely away from them while moored, and 
computer-generated ships and units were also part of the exercise.

Meanwhile, the 3rd Fleet (San Diego, California) and 2nd Fleet (Norfolk, 
Virginia), both of which participated in LSE 2021, moved their respective 
headquarters to Joint Base Pearl-Harbor-Hickam in Hawaii and a base near 
Norfolk for the duration of the exercise, where they oversaw operations from 
expeditionary maritime operations centers set up in large tents. These efforts 
to have personnel “practice in war-like conditions,” and to take “Marines and 
sailors out of garrison mode and immers[e] [them] into a wartime scenario,” 
suggests that LSE 2021 was designed for a great power conflict, in which fixed 
U.S. military command and control facilities could be easily targeted.

On August 15, during LSE 2021, the 1st Battalion, 12th Marine Regiment, 
which is planned to be reorganized into a Marine Littoral Regiment (MLR), 
maneuvered the Navy Marine Expeditionary Ship Interdiction System 
(NMESIS) to the Barking Sands Missile Range on the Hawaiian island of Kauai 
using air-cushioned landing craft (LCAC) and MV-22B aircraft. There, it fired 
Naval Strike Missiles (NSM) and struck a target ship at sea. Although the Marine 
Corps has used HIMARS in past exercises premised on maritime theater, 
such exercises were either aimed at rapid deployment of HIMARS by transport 
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aircraft or LCAC, or involved the firing of land-attack rockets or training 
projectiles without anti-ship strike capabilities. The fact that live-fire training 
was conducted at LSE 2021 using NSM anti-ship missiles, which actually flew 
for 100 nautical miles and struck a target ship, indicates that the Marine Corps is 
making steady progress toward acquiring anti-ship strike capabilities (see (2) for 
further details on MLR, NMESIS, and NSM).

The U.S. Navy describes LSE 2021 as the largest exercise conducted since 
the Cold War. Rather than its scale, however, the main point of LSE 2021 was 
how it integrated operations “across the globe” in the Pacific, Atlantic, and 
Mediterranean. The exercise is understood to have been conducted in order to 
ensure that the United States is capable of responding to a two-front war in the 
Pacific and in Europe, such as in the hypothetical event of an armed conflict with 
China that triggers Russia to take up arms.20

Addressing complex situations that occur across multiple regions and 
combatant commands was one of the themes of a series of hearings on 
DOD reform held by the Senate Armed Services Committee from October to 
December 2015. These hearings resulted in the Fiscal Year 2017 National Defense 
Authorization Act (enacted December 23, 2016), which added providing advice 
on “global military integration” and preparing plans for allocation and transfer of 
forces among combatant commands to the JCS Chairman’s role.21 The enactment 
of this law prompted the Joint Staff to work on the issue of globally integrated 
operations (GIO). In an April 2018 contribution to the Joint Force Quarterly, 
then-JCS Chairman Dunford stated that while “most crises could be contained to 
one region” in the past, “this assumption no longer holds true.”22 Likewise, when 
Lieutenant General Dan O’Donohue, director of J7 (Joint Force Development), 
Joint Staff, spoke at a conference at the U.S. National Defense University on 
October 31, 2018, he explained the need for GIOs, citing concerns that “our 
threats act with the global unity of effort.” Both of these instances touched upon 
the possibility of coordination between China and Russia during a crisis.23 As 
for GIOs, globally integrated exercises (GIE) involving multiple combatant 
commands have been conducted since October 2017, and globally integrated 

wargames (GIWG) that take emerging technologies into account have been 
conducted since 2019. LSE 2021 is positioned as one of the GIEs.24

While LSGE 21, which encompasses LSE 2021, was not included in the 
FY2021 budget request, it was included in the FY2022 budget request and will 
be held annually through FY2026. LSGE 21 was hosted by the U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command and focused geographically on the Western Pacific. For FY2022 and 
beyond, however, there are plans to expand the exercise so that it “will link 
multiple CCMDs [combatant commands] with allies and partners in order to 
exercise warfighting plans on a global scale” (emphasis added). Like GIEs, it 
seems set to become an exercise emphasizing “global integration” of the U.S. 
forces in “dispersed geographical areas.”

In 2021, U.S. naval ships were also actively deployed in the South China Sea 
(see Table 7.1). In February, dual carrier operations were conducted in the South 
China Sea by two CSGs: the Nimitz CSG, which was returning from deployment 
in the Middle East and waters off Somalia, and the Theodore Roosevelt CSG, 
which departed San Diego in December 2020. In April, dual operations were 
conducted by the Theodore Roosevelt CSG and the Makin Island ESG, with 
F-35Bs onboard. Solo carrier operations were also conducted by the Carl Vinson, 
Ronald Reagan, and Theodore Roosevelt CSGs. Then, in October, the Carl 
Vinson CSG conducted bilateral training in the South China Sea with JS Kaga 
of the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force. Thus, even though the Ronald Reagan 
CSG was deployed to the Middle East from around late June through mid-
September in order to support the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan, 
one can say the United States continued to maintain an active presence in the 
South China Sea.
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Table 7.1. Major U.S. naval activities in the South China Sea during 2021

Duration Participating 
units (1) Activities in the South China Sea (1)

Jan. 
23–25

TRCSG
After leaving San Diego Dec. 23, 2020, TRCSG entered the South China Sea, 
Jan. 23, 2021 for “routine operations.” Conducted flight operations in the 
South China Sea.

Feb. 
5–
around 18

NIMCSG, 
TRCSG

After completing deployment to Middle East, Indian Ocean, off the Somali 
coast (July 24, 2020–Jan. 29, 2021), NIMCSG transited the Malacca Strait and 
entered the South China Sea, Feb. 4. President Biden called NIMCSG operating 
in the South China Sea, and talked with its commander and some of the crew 
members, Feb. 8. Around Feb. 9, TRCSG joined NIMCSG in the South China Sea, 
where they conducted dual CSG operations. Feb. 10, NIMCSG moved to the 
Philippine Sea. TRCSG continued flight operations in the South China Sea 
toward Feb. 17 and moved to the Pacific Ocean.

Apr. 
4–12

TRCSG, 
MKIARG

Apr. 4, TRCSG entered the South China Sea. TRCSG conducted a bilateral 
exercise with the Royal Malaysian Air Force, Apr. 6 and 7. After deployment 
to Middle East and off Somali coast (Dec. 21, 2020–Mar. 31, 2021), MKIARG 
entered the South China Sea, Apr. 8. On the same day, F-35Bs deployed 
onboard USS Makin Island, conducted joint training with F-15SGs and 
F-16Ds from the Republic of Singapore Air Force. Apr. 9, TRCSG and 
MKIARG joined forces in the South China Sea to conduct “expeditionary 
strike force operations.” TRCSG and MKIARG, thereafter conducted 
training in the South China Sea, moved to the Pacific Ocean, and returned 
to San Diego toward the end of May.

June 
14–18

RRNCSG

After departing Yokosuka May 19, RRNCSG conducted bilateral training with 
Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force JS Ise in the Philippine Sea, and entered 
the South China Sea, June 14. June 17, RRNCSG conducted integrated bilateral 
training with Republic of Singapore Navy frigate and corvette. After transiting 
the Malacca Strait, June 18, RRNCSG conducted joint maritime training with 
the Indian Navy in the Indian Ocean and deployed to Middle East in support of 
U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan (June 25–Sept. 17).

Around 
July 6–
around 10

USS Tulsa 
(LCS), USS 
Kidd (DDG)

USS Tulsa and USS Kidd formed a SAG, while underway in the South China 
Sea July 9, and practiced surface warfare, mine countermeasure, and anti-
submarine warfare.

Early Aug.–
Late Aug

USS Tulsa

Aug. 4, USS Tulsa conducted replenishment-at-sea from underway 
replenishment oiler USNS Tippecanoe in the South China Sea. It participated 
in SEACAT exercise, conducted Aug. 10–20. Aug. 23, Vice President Harris 
visited USS Tulsa during its port call at Changi Naval Base. USS Tulsa 
continued to operate in the South China Sea toward Aug. 30.

Sep. 
5–14

VINCSG

After a port call at Yokosuka (Aug. 28–31), VINCSG deployed to the South 
China Sea, Sep. 5, as “part of the U.S. Navy's routine presence in the Indo-
Pacific.” Sep. 7, USS Tulsa, which returned to the South China Sea after 
receiving supplies in Okinawa, joined VINCSG. It marked the first time an LCS 
operated as part of a CSG. VINCSG continued to operate in the South China 
Sea until Sep. 14, and moved to the Philippine Sea.

Sep. 
24–26

RRNCSG

Sep. 24, on the return trip from the Middle East, RRNCSG entered the South 
China Sea, where it conducted flight operations, maritime strike exercises, 
anti-submarine operations, and coordinated tactical training. After 
conducting operations until Sep. 26, RRNCSG move to the Philippine Sea.

Oct.–
Nov. 23

USS Milius 
(DDG)

Oct. 19–23, USS Milius conducted bilateral training with JS Akizuki in the 
South China Sea. Oct. 30, USS Milius joined VINCSG, JS Kaga, and JS 
Murasame in the South China Sea (see box below). Nov. 14–17, USS Milius 
conducted bilateral training with JS Kaga and JS Murasame in the South 
China Sea. Nov. 20, USS Milius conducted small boat operations with USS 
Chafee and transited the Taiwan Strait, Nov. 23.

Oct. 24
–Nov. 6

VINCSG

Oct. 24, VINCSG entered the South China Sea, after participating in Japan-U.
S.-Australia-UK Maritime Partnership Exercise in the Bay of Bengal. Oct. 25–
27, VINCSG conducted flight operations. Oct. 30, USS Carl Vinson, USS Shiloh, 
USS Lake Champlain, and USS Milius navigated in the South China Sea with 
JS Kaga and JS Murasame. Nov. 2–3, USS Milius operated in the Sulu Sea 
and returned to the South China Sea, Nov. 4. USS Milius continued operations 
in the South China Sea until Nov. 6, and moved to the Philippine Sea, Nov. 7, 
arriving in Guam, Nov. 11.

Late Oct.–
Nov. 17

USS 
Jackson 
(LCS)

Oct. 28, USS Jackson formed a SAG with JS Yudachi, and trained in the South 
China Sea. USS Jackson continued operations in the South China Sea until 
Nov. 17, and moved to the Philippine Sea, Nov. 18.

Nov.–
Dec.

USS Chafee 
(DDG)

USS Chafee conducted underway replenishment (Nov. 9, 17, 23, 30, and Dec. 
6), flight operations (Nov. 16), antiterrorism force protection drill (Nov. 27 and 
Dec. 1) in the South China Sea.

Sources:  Compiled by the author based on U.S. Navy releases, Fleet Tracker (https://news.
usni.org/category/fleet-tracker)

Note: For freedom of navigation operations and Taiwan Strait transits, see Table 7.2. 
Note 1:  ARG (amphibious ready group), CG (guided-missile cruiser), CSG (carrier strike 

group), DDG (guided-missile destroyer), ESG (expeditionary strike group), LCS 
(littoral combat ship), MKIARG (Makin Island ARG), NIMCSG (Nimitz CSG), 
RRNCSG (Ronald Reagan CSG), SAG (surface action group), TRCSG (Theodore 
Roosevelt CSG).

In the Philippine Sea and the Bay of Bengal, located east and west of the South 
China Sea, there was an increased level of naval activities by the United States, 
allies, and partners, including those within the framework of LSGE 21. On 
October 3, the Ronald Reagan CSG and Carl Vinson CSG engaged in “multiple 
carrier strike group operations” in the Philippine Sea with JS Ise of the Japan 
Maritime Self-Defense Force and CSG-21. In addition, from November 21 to 30, 
the Carl Vinson CSG conducted multinational exercises in the Philippine Sea 
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with Japanese, Australian, Canadian, and German ships, according to the U.S. 
Navy. The CSG also participated in Phase II of Exercise MALABAR 2021 that 
took place in the Bay of Bengal from October 11 to 14, during which it conducted 
training with ships and aircraft of the Indian Navy, JS Kaga and JS Murasame 
of the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, and a frigate of the Royal Australian 
Navy. Having completed the Phase II exercise, the naval forces from Australia, 
Japan and the United States, also joined by CSG-21, conducted the Maritime 
Partnership Exercise 2021 in the Bay of Bengal from October 15 to 18.

In addition, the U.S. Navy continued to conduct Freedom of Navigation 
operations (FONOP) in the South China Sea and transits through the Taiwan 
Strait, just as they did during the Trump administration (see Table 7.2). According 
to the U.S. Navy, FONOPs in the South China Sea were conducted five times, 
and transits through the Taiwan Strait were conducted 11 times in 2021 (all under 
the Biden administration). That the U.S. Navy itself has begun to publicize these 
specific individual operations is an indication of its willingness to demonstrate 
its commitment to maintaining stability in the region.

Table 7.2.  Taiwan Strait transits and freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) in 
the South China Sea conducted by U.S. Navy ships during 2021

Date(1), (2) Participating 
units(3) Activities

Feb. 4 
(Taiwan-1), 
5 
(FONOP-1)

USS John S. 
McCain

Feb. 4, USS John S. McCain transited the Taiwan Strait, Feb. 5, 
conducted FONOP in the vicinity of the Paracel Islands, Feb. 5. It 
joined NIMCSG and TRCSG, which were conducting dual CSG 
operation in the South China Sea. USS John S. McCain moved to the 
Philippine Sea, Feb. 10.

Feb. 17
(FONOP-2)

USS Russell

Around Feb. 9, USS Russell entered the South China Sea, as part 
of TRCSG, which then conducted dual CSG operations with 
NIMCSG. Feb. 17, USS Russell conducted FONOP in the vicinity of 
the Spratly Islands.

Feb. 24 
(Taiwan-2)

USS Curtis 
Wilbur

Feb. 24, USS Curtis Wilbur  transited the Taiwan Strait.

Mar. 10 
(Taiwan-3)

USS John Finn
Mar. 9–10, USS John Finn proceeded from the Pacific Ocean to the 
East China Sea. Mar. 10, USS John Finn transited the Taiwan Strait, 
and Mar. 11–12, moved from the South China Sea to the Pacific Ocean.

Apr. 7
(Taiwan-4)

USS John S. 
McCain

Apr. 7, USS John S. McCain transited the Taiwan Strait and 
proceeded to the South China Sea.

May 18 
(Taiwan-5), 
20 
(FONOP-3),
June 22
(Taiwan-6)

USS Curtis 
Wilbur

May 18, USS Curtis Wilbur transited the Taiwan Strait, and May 20, 
conducted FONOP in the vicinity of the Paracel Islands. It continued 
operations in the South China Sea including underway replenishment 
(May 23 and June 6), and bilateral operations with Royal Australian 
Navy frigate HMAS Ballarat (June 6–11). June 22, USS Curtis Wilbur 
transited the Taiwan Strait, and moved to the Philippine Sea to conduct 
underway replenishment, June 23. Back in the South China Sea, it 
operated with ocean surveillance ship USNS Victorious, June 24.

July 12
 (FONOP-4), 
28 
(Taiwan-7)

USS Benfold

USS Benfold entered the South China Sea after conducting bilateral 
training with Republic of Singapore Navy in the Philippine Sea until 
July 7. July 12, it conducted FONOP in the vicinity of the Paracel 
Islands and navigated in the South China Sea with USS Kidd. 
Afterwards, it conducted “routine operations” in the South China Sea 
including underway replenishment on July 26, transited the Taiwan 
Strait, July 28, and operated in the East China Sea, July 29.

Aug. 27
(Taiwan-8)

USS Kidd
Aug. 27, USS Kidd transited the Taiwan Strait with U.S. Coast Guard 
National Security Cutter USCGC Munro.

Sep. 8 
(FONOP-5)

USS Benfold
USS Benfold operated in the South China Sea, Sep. 2, and conducted 
FONOP in the Spratly Islands (within 12 nautical miles of the Mischief 
Reef), Sep. 8.

Sep. 17
(Taiwan-9)

USS Barry
After operating in the Philippine Sea, USS Barry transited the Taiwan 
Strait, Sep. 17 and moved to the East China Sea.

Oct. 14–15
(Taiwan-10)

USS Dewey
USS Dewey transited the Taiwan Strait with Royal Canadian Navy 
HMCS Winnipeg.

Nov. 23
(Taiwan-11)

USS Milius
After operating in the South China Sea (see Table 7.1), USS Milius 
transited the Taiwan Strait and moved to the East China Sea.

Sources: Compiled by the author based on U.S. Navy releases.
Note: NIMCSG (Nimitz Carrier Strike Group), TRCSG (Theodore Roosevelt Carrier Strike Group).
Note 1: Dates are all those indicated in the sources.
Note 2:  “Taiwan” in parentheses indicate Taiwan Strait transits, while “FONOP” indicates 

freedom of navigation operations. Numerals after “Taiwan” or “FONOP” indicate 
cumulative numbers of cases of Taiwan Strait transits or FONOPs conducted including 
the particular case in question.

Note 3:  Participating U.S. units shown in this table are all Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile 
destroyer.
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(2)  The Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI) and the Force Posture in the 

Indo-Pacific

The National Defense Strategy (NDS) released by Secretary of Defense Mattis 
in January 2018, positioned the “long-term, strategic competition” with China 
and Russia as “the principal priorities” for the DOD given “the magnitude of the 
threats they pose to U.S. security.” Mark Esper, succeeding Mattis, reinforced 
this position when he stated in his speech on August 26, 2020, that “focus[ing] 
the Department on China” was one of the “ten targeted goals” of the NDS. Under 
the Biden administration, Secretary of Defense Austin has also expressed his 
intention to prioritize the response to the China threat. In the advance policy 
questions statement he submitted for his confirmation hearing before the Senate 
Armed Services Committee on January 19, 2021, he praised the 2018 NDS for 
“correctly [identifying] strategic competitions with China and with Russia as the 
primary challenges animating the global security environment” before stating 
that he believes “China is the top priority.”

Thus, from the Trump administration to the Biden administration, the DOD’s 
policy has consistently been prioritizing the response to the China threat. The 
problem, however, is in its implementation, a concern that has been raised 
from the beginning: while “the NDS generally reflects the right priorities and 
objectives, it is not supported by adequate investments” (2018 NDS Commission 
report).25 Regarding implementation of the NDS, Senators Jim Inhofe and Jack 
Reed, ranking member and chairman of the Senate Armed Services, said that “the 
progress to date has been insufficient to achieve the ‘urgent change at significant 
scale’ that is required,” and added that “America’s ability” to “maintain a credible 
balance of military power” is “at risk” in Asia.26

These concerns are what led Congress to create a provision on the Pacific 
Deterrence Initiative (PDI) in section 1251 of the FY2021 National Defense 
Authorization Act, enacted January 1, 2021. Intended to enhance the United 
States deterrence and defense posture in the Indo-Pacific region, assure allies 
and partners, and increase capability and readiness in the Indo-Pacific region, the 
PDI is to be established by the secretary of defense and will carry out prioritized 

activities to improve the design and posture of the Joint Force (meaning U.S. 
forces) in the Indo-Pacific region in the five categories shown in Table 7.3.

Furthermore, section 1251 directs that the secretary, in consultation with the 
commander of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, shall compile a report on the 
PDI that includes a description of its activities and estimated expenses for the 
fiscal year in which the budget request is made and the plan for not fewer than the 
four following fiscal years; a summary of progress made towards the purposes 
of the PDI; a summary of the activity, resource, capability, infrastructure, and 
logistics requirements necessary to reduce risk to the joint force’s ability; as well 
as a detailed timeline. This report is to be submitted to the congressional defense 
committees by February 15, 2021, and every year thereafter. Section 1251 also 
stipulates that when the DOD submits its annual budget request to Congress, it 
shall pick up budget items that fit the purpose of the PDI and organize them by 
the above five categories.

The PDI is not the first time Congress has asked the DOD to provide information 
on military investments in the Indo-Pacific. Prior to the 2021 National Defense 
Authorization Act, section 1253 of the FY2020 National Defense Authorization 
Act, enacted in December 2019, required that not later than March 15, 2020, 
the commander of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command submit to the congressional 
defense committees a report containing the independent assessment with respect 
to the activities and resources required, for FY2022 through 2026, to achieve 
the implementation of the NDS with respect to the Indo-Pacific region, the 
maintenance or restoration of the comparative military advantage of the United 
States with respect to China, and the reduction of risk of executing contingency 
plans of the DOD. In response, Admiral Philip Davidson, INDOPACOM 
commander, submitted the report Regaining the Advantage (thereafter, Section 
1253 Assessment) to Congress on April 1, 2020. His report requested $1.6 billion 
for FY2021 and $18.4 billion for FY2022-26 in the five categories of Joint Force 
lethality; force design and posture; strengthening allies and partners; exercises, 
experimentation, and innovation; and logistics and security enablers.

The PDI does not, in and of itself, mean an increase in budget. Its purpose is to 
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tag items that are included in the service/agency budget requests and are deemed 
consistent with the purposes of the PDI and arrange them according to the purposes 
of the PDI. This was expected to facilitate transparency of the extent to which the 
department as a whole plans to invest in the Indo-Pacific. This is also what the 
December 3, 2020 Conference Committee report for the FY2021 National Defense 
Authorization Act refers to when it explains the significance of the PDI: “the 
availability of budgetary data organized according to regional missions and the 
priorities of the combatant commands is critical for the ability of the Department 
and the Congress to assess the implementation of the National Defense Strategy.”27 
This approach to making the budget “visible” by having each branch and agency’s 
budget requests—which are not originally itemized by region—reorganized by 
a specific region and presented to Congress, has also been used in the European 
Deterrence Initiative (EDI), for which budget requests have been made from the 
DOD’s budget for FY2016 onward. The PDI follows the example set by the EDI.

In the FY2022 budget request, which the DOD submitted to Congress at the 
end of May 2021 in response to the FY2021 National Defense Authorization 
Act, PDI-related expenditures were summarized as separate budget justification 
material, and approximately $5.08 billion was allocated for these expenditures.28 
As indicated by the key items in the PDI established by the Act, the PDI’s 
emphasis is on clarifying where and how U.S. military forces will be deployed 
and how they will be maintained logistically. This is consistent with the policy 
of transitioning from “large, centralized, unhardened infrastructure” to “smaller, 
dispersed, resilient, adaptive basing” set forth by the 2018 NDS. Regarding the 
force posture in the Indo-Pacific, the April 2020 Section 1253 Assessment called 
for distributed forward-deployed forces that “balances lethality and survivability,” 
and a force posture and joint force laydown “properly positioned to defend in 
depth,” claiming that “forward-based air and naval forces need the ability to 
disperse to expeditionary airfields and ports.” The assessment further estimated 
that over the six-year period from FY2021 through 2026, a total of approximately 
$5.86 billion, divided between U.S. territories, Oceania, Pacific island countries, 
and Southeast Asia, would be required to transform the U.S. force posture.

The issue of force posture, however, was virtually absent in the FY2022 PDI 
budget justification material submitted to Congress by the DOD at the end of 
May 2021. Instead, 96 percent of the approximately $5.08 billion in PDI-related 
expenses was allocated to “Joint Force Lethality,” an item that refers to weapon 
modernization, including $1.02 billion to upgrade F-35B/C fighter aircraft and 
$2.02 billion to upgrade Arleigh Burke-class destroyers. A Senate staffer criticized 
the FY2022 PDI budget request, which is heavy in weapons, but light in force 
posture, saying that even if it is “an important platform,” it would be “ultimately 
useless without the theater posture and logistics in place to support it.”29 In 
the first place, the DOD has also acknowledged that the aforementioned PDI 
budget request document does not provide a complete picture of the allocation 
of resources to the Indo-Pacific. In this regard, the PDI has been insufficient in 
“enhanc[ing] budgetary transparency and oversight” (Senate Armed Services 
Committee) in the manner hoped for by Congress. The criticism that “Congress 
should rewrite the Pentagon’s Pacific deterrence budget request” also touches on 
this point.

Even though the PDI budget request document did not meet Congress’s 
expectations, there are some areas in the FY2022 budget request where an 
enhanced military posture in the Indo-Pacific is evident. One of these is the 

Source:  William M. (Mac) Thornberry National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021, 
Public Law 116-283, 116th Cong., 2nd sess. (January 1, 2021), § 1251 (b).

Table 7.3. Areas of prioritized activities within the Pacific 

Modernizing and strengthening the U.S. military presence

Improving logistics and maintenance capabilities and the pre-
positioning of equipment, munitions, fuel, and materiel

Carrying out a program of exercises, training, experimentation, and 
innovation for the joint force

Improving infrastructure to enhance the responsiveness and resiliency

Building the defense and security capabilities, capacity, and 
cooperation of allies and partners 

Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI)
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strengthening of Guam’s defenses.
At the Senate Armed Services Committee hearing on March 9, 2021, Admiral 

Davidson, commander of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, stated that Guam is 
a U.S. territory with 170,000 U.S. citizens, a “deep-water strategic port, major 
fuel stores, munitions stores, command and control,” as well as a “major power 
projection airfield,” and that this “Guam is a target today.” Calling for enhanced 
defense of Guam, he proposed building up the Guam Defense System (GDS) as a 
“360-degree, persistent, air and missile defense capability on Guam.” According 
to Davidson, the GDS will defend against ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and 
even hypersonic weapons, and is envisioned as providing full 360-degree defense 
against threats posed by Chinese surface task groups and submarines that “make 
circumnavigations of Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas.” 
Following this, in the FY2022 DOD budget request submitted to Congress at the 
end of May 2021, $118.3 million in GDS-related expenses were appropriated for 
the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) for the first time (see Table 7.4).30 

Strengthening the defense of Guam had also been proposed as the Homeland 
Defense System-Guam (HDS-G) a year earlier in the Section 1253 Assessment 
submitted to Congress by Admiral Davidson in April 2020. This assessment 
estimated that $77 million was needed for FY2021, and $1.59 billion for FY2022 
to FY2026. Although it was not included in the FY2021 DOD budget request 
submitted to Congress at the same time, it was included in the unfunded priority list 
(UPL) (items that each service, combatant command, National Guard Bureau, and 
MDA are required to report to Armed Services and Appropriations Committees 
of both houses, as those deemed necessary but not included in the budget request 
due to budgetary limitations) submitted to Congress by the commander of the 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command together with the FY2021 request.31 On the other 
hand, $76.8 million was included in the Senate bill under the FY2021 Defense 
Authorization Act at the request of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, but this 
request was shelved after negotiations in the Conference Committee. Thus, the 
strengthening of Guam’s defenses finally got underway with the inclusion of GDS 
expenses in the FY2022 budget, albeit for MDA.

However, since the GDS is expected to be able to provide 360-degree defense 
against threats from cruise, ballistic, and hypersonic missiles, the components that 
should comprise the system are still under consideration. Through Section 1650 of 
the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021, Congress required 
the secretary of defense to conduct a comparative assessment of existing deployed 
interceptor systems and those under development that could be used to defeat 
ballistic, hypersonic, and cruise missile threats to Guam, and report to Congress 
within 120 days after enactment of the Act.

Admiral Davidson proposed a system based on the Aegis Ashore as a “mature” 
and operationally proven system, but it is believed that the Aegis Ashore alone 
would not meet GDS requirements for countering a wide range of threats. On June 
22, 2021, in a speech at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), 
Vice Admiral Jon Hill, MDA director, stated that “a lot of folks just think Aegis 
Ashore right away. But that may not be sufficient for what we need” for GDS, and 
that given the breadth of the threat, it “automatically drives you to the multi-mission 
systems.” MDA Director Jon Hill also mentioned the possibility of integrating the 
Army’s Lower Tier Air and Missile Defense Sensor (LTAMDS), which is said to 
be capable of defeating hypersonic weapons; the Navy’s SPY-6 radar, which is 
capable of defeating both cruise and ballistic missiles; and the Army’s THAAD, 
into the GDS. The MDA’s FY2022 budget request includes the development of 
a Joint Track Management Capabilities (JTMC) Bridge between the IAMD Battle 
Command System (IBCS), which links the Army’s various sensors and shooters; 
the Navy’s Aegis Weapon System (AWS); and the Command and Control, Battle 
Management, and Communications (C2BMC) system. It is listed as a research, 
development, test, and evaluation (RDT&E) cost “to promote greater integration 
between Army and Navy assets.”32 A JTMC Bridge is necessary because each 
U.S.-developed system for missile defense has been developed separately with 
its own unique command and control architecture. Harry Harris, former U.S. 
ambassador to South Korea and Davidson’s predecessor as commander of the 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, warned that a stovepiped system would “promise 
mission failure at first contact with an enemy fielding advanced 21st Century 
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missiles.” He noted that “enormous sensor-to-weapon integration across multiple 
domains, including cyber and space” is needed to defeat hypersonic, cruise, and 
ballistic missile threats.33

New developments in strengthening the military posture in the Indo-Pacific 
were also seen in the Marine Corps and the Army. The Marine Corps, under 
General David Berger, who became commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps in 
July 2019, is advancing measures to realize the Expeditionary Advanced Base 
Operations (EABO) concept. The EABO concept seeks to sustain operations 
inside anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) zones with the chief aim of countering 
“the predominantly maritime threat posed by China” (General Berger). It calls 
for divesting some infantry battalions, medium tiltrotor squadrons and light 
attack squadrons supporting these infantry battalions, and howitzer batteries, 
abolishing entire fleets of tank companies, and substantially adding rocket 
batteries that would contribute to Marine Corps’ long-range strike capability. In 
February 2021, a Tentative Manual for Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations 
was published that provided an outline of EABO operations and the organization 
of the units involved.34

In particular, the “main focus-of-effort” for the Marine Corps’ reorganization 
efforts is the III Marine Expeditionary Force (III MEF), which is in charge of the 

Indo-Pacific region.35 During FY2022, the Marine Corps plans to reorganize the 
3rd Marine Regiment (Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii) of the 3rd Marine Division into a 
Marine Littoral Regiment (MLR), optimized for operation in the littorals. The 4th 
Marine Regiment (Camp Schwab, Okinawa) and the 12th Marine Regiment (Camp 
Hansen, Okinawa) are slated to follow and begin MLR reorganization once the 3rd 
Marine Regiment has completed MLR reorganization, the unit design has been 
tested in experimentation, and the necessary adjustments have been made.36 The 
MLR is “the base unit for our future force” according to General Burger, and MLR 
reorganization may extend beyond the III MEF.

The MLR is designed to persistently operate across the competition continuum, 
from competition below armed conflict to armed conflict, inside the adversary’s 
A2/AD zone, while evading detection and attacks. The Littoral Combat Team 
(LCT), which is the core of MLR, is formed around an infantry battalion and 
an anti-ship missile battery. LCT will conduct long-range anti-ship strikes and 
establish and maintain multiple expeditionary advance bases (EABs) in support 
of forward arming and refueling point (FARP) and intelligence, surveillance, 
reconnaissance (ISR) operations.37 The heart of the anti-ship missile battery 
within MLR will be NMESIS, which combines unmanned and remotely piloted 
Joint Light Tactical Vehicle (JLTV) and two Kongsberg’s NSMs with a range of 
over 100 nautical miles, or 185.2 kilometers.38

Since NMESIS brings together existing subsystems with proven track records, 
such as JLTV and NSM, it has been swiftly implemented in the field since the 
development began in 2019. The Marine Corps’ FY2022 budget request included 
$47.89 million to procure 29 NSMs for eight NMESIS units to be deployed to the 
3rd Marine Regiment, the first regiment to be converted to an MLR. However, 
since these are scheduled for phased delivery after December 2023, according 
to the request document, the MLR will not actually acquire anti-ship strike 
capability until after that.39

The MLR will launch these NSMs from the islands, but because their range is 
limited to over 100 nautical miles (185.2 km), General Berger made public a plan 
to introduce longer-range Tomahawk Land Attack Munitions (TLAM), Maritime 

Table 7.4. DOD budget requests for Guam Defense System

FY2021 
DOD Budget 

Request
(Feb. 2020)

Section 1253 
Assessment
(Apr. 2020)

FY2021 
National Defense 
Authorization Act 

(Jan. 1, 2021)

FY2022 
DOD Budget Request

(May 2021)

― $77 million for FY 
2021, and $1,594 
million for 
FY2022–26.

―
(Senate bill included 
$76.8 million for GDS, 
which was later 
dropped in 
conference 
negotiation)

$118.3 million
(Includes $40 million in procurement 
account for purchasing items that will be 
commonly used for any of the proposed 
IAMD architectures, and $78.3 million in 
research, development, test and evaluation 
account for developing IAMD system on 
Guam against air-breathing, ballistic, and 
hypersonic missile threats)

Sources:  Compiled by the author based on Missile Defense Agency budget justification materials, 
FY2021 National Defense Authorization Act, and others.
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Strike Tomahawks (MST), and SM-6 containerized anti-ship missiles, which 
would give the Marine Corps “the ability to infl uence the vast maritime area.” In 
fact, the UPL that the Marine Corps submitted to Congress as part of its FY2022 
budget request included 48 Tactical Tomahawks ($96 million), along with 35 
additional NSMs ($57.8 million).

Anti-ship strike capability is not the only thing expected of the MLR. In an 
article contributed to the May/June 2021 issue of Military Review, a journal 
published by the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, General 
Berger noted that while the Force Design program pursued by the Marine 
Corps to date has focused exclusively on its anti-ship strike capability, what 
is “becoming clearer” is that the role required of the Marine Corps as a stand-
in force is rather “reconnaissance and counterreconnaissance applied in all 
domains and across the competition continuum.” According to Berger, the MLR 
will play an important role in reconnaissance and counterreconnaissance. Its ISR 
capability will provide “deterrence by detection” by placing an adversary under 
persistent surveillance, discouraging coercive behavior even in competition 
below armed confl ict. Furthermore, should the competition escalate to armed 
confl ict, the MLR will be able to “identify and track” targets such as “key 
reconnaissance platforms, scouting units, and other elements of the adversary’s 
command, control, communications, computers, cyber, intelligence, surveillance, 
reconnaissance, and targeting (C5ISR-T) complex” and provide targeting data to 
guide the long-range strike capabilities of the Joint Force.

Berger points out that the MLR’s utility as an ISR force linking to the 
entire U.S. military is more important than having attack capabilities in its 
own right. While the Tentative Manual for Expeditionary Advanced Base 
Operations published in February 2021 refl ects this point, it is also being tested 
in actual exercises.40 During Exercise Noble Jaguar conducted around Japan from 
September 27 to 30, 2021, the participating 3rd Battalion, 12th Marine Regiment, 
shared targeting data from its multipurpose radar with the aircraft carrier USS 
Carl Vinson and destroyer USS Howard, which were sailing in the Philippine Sea, 
and F/A-18s with Marine Aircraft Group 12 operating in the surrounding airspace, 

enabling “joint strikes 
against maritime and land-
based targets.”

The Army, on the other 
hand, has organized an 
MDTF around the 17th Field 
Artillery Brigade (Joint 
Base Lewis-McChord, 
Washington) and an 
intelligence, information, 
cyber electronic warfare 
and space (I2CEWS) unit 
as an ongoing pilot program 
in 2017, and has conducted 
various exercises and test and evaluation. In September 2021, based on the 
lessons learned from this experience, it formed a second MDTF around the 
41st Field Artillery Brigade (Grafenwoehr, Germany) and an I2CEWS unit. 
Army Multi-Domain Transformation, released in March 2021 by Gen. James 
McConville, chief of staff of the Army, revealed that the Army plans to build 
a total of fi ve MDTFs: one positioned in the Arctic and one aligned for global 
response, in addition to the two aligned to the Indo-Pacifi c and one aligned to 
Europe, whose formation and deployment plans had been disclosed previously. 
Positioned as “theater-level maneuver elements,” each MDTF is assigned to 
support a specifi c combatant command and is organized, trained, and operated 
according to the requirements of that combatant command. Since the fi rst 
MDTF was formed around a HIMARS brigade, it was well known that the 
MDTF will include HIMARS and the Precision Strike Missile (PrSM) (with a 
range of 60 to 499 km) that can be launched from HIMARS. However, the Army 
Multi-Domain Transformation made it clear that the MDTF formation will also 
include a Strategic Fires Battalion with the Long-Range Hypersonic Weapon 
(LRHW), which is said to have a range of over 2,775 kilometers, and a Mid-Range 

A crewmember of a UH-1Y with the Marine Light Attack 
Helicopter Squadron 267 deploys a sonobuoy during Exercise 
Summer Fury 21 (July 20, 2021, near San Clemente Island, Cal-
ifornia) (U.S. Marine Corps video by Cpl. Levi Voss)
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Capability (MRC) in addition to HIMARS/PrSM (see Table 7.5).
The Marine Corps’ MLR, as its designation suggests, is expected to operate 

in “littorals” (which in U.S. military terminology includes both the “seaward” 
area from the open ocean to the shore, and the “landward” area inland from 
the shore that can be supported and defended directly from the sea) as a “naval 
force” with anti-ship, ASW, and ISR capabilities (“naval” in this context connotes 
close integration between the Navy and Marine Corps).41 In contrast, the MDTF 
places greater emphasis on its ground attack capability rather than its anti-ship 
strike capability, as well as on having the means of striking with greater range, 
as suggested by the name Strategic Fires Battalion. In particular, the LRHW, 
whose warhead uses the Common Hypersonic Glide Body (C-HGB), which 
has been jointly developed by the Army, Navy, Air Force, and MDA, is said to 
have a range of over 2,775 kilometers. It is positioned as “a prototype strategic 
strike weapon system” to “defeat Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) capabilities, 
suppress adversary Long Range Fires, and engage other high payoff/time critical 

targets.”42 The current Army Operating Concept, The U.S. Army in Multi-Domain 
Operations in 2028, released in November 2018, stated that the ability to first 
“penetrate” A2/AD systems by neutralizing and destroying the enemy’s long-
range systems to ensure freedom of maneuver was necessary for subsequent 
operations. Likewise, the Army Futures Command Concept for Maneuver in 
Multi-Domain Operations 2028, released in July 2020, revealed that the LRHW 
will be used to strike enemy long-range fires systems.43 In the 2019 Army 
Modernization Strategy, the Army had positioned long-range precision fires that 
“penetrate and neutralize enemy A2/AD capabilities” as its top modernization 
priority.

In addition, the MRC is expected to have a strike range of 500 to 1,500 
kilometers, or even up to 1,800 kilometers, bridging the gap in range between the 
PrSM and LRHW. In November 2020, the SM-6 and Tomahawk missiles were 
selected as the initial MRC prototypes. It should be noted that the LRHW, MRC, 
and PrSM are all expected to be deployed to the forces by the end of FY2023.

The introduction of LRHW into the Army’s inventory will mark the first 
time the service has operated a long-range strike capability since it withdrew 
medium-range ballistic missile Pershing-II from service in West Germany 
in late 1980s. The Army’s 
plan to deploy LRHW drew 
criticism from the inside 
and outside the military. 
In an online interview on 
March 31, 2021, General 
Timothy Ray, commander 
of the Air Force Global 
Strike Command, brought 
further attention to the 
issue when he criticized 
the Army’s plan to newly 
acquire a long-range strike 

Table 7.5.   Long-range strike capabilities planned to be deployed  
with Multi-Domain Task Forces

Category Purpose/range Remark

Long-Range 
Hypersonic 
Weapon 
(LRHW)

Surface-to-surface, 
2775 km and above

Developed based on Common Hypersonic Glide Body 
(C-HGB). Mar. 2021, the U.S. Army began delivering training 
canisters to the LRHW prototype battery. Two flight tests 
are planned for FY2022, one for FY2023. In FY2023, LRHW 
missiles will be fielded.

Mid-Range 
Capability 
(MRC)

Anti-ship and surface-to-
surface, 500–1500 km or 
approx. 1800 km

In FY2023, MRC prototype, consisting of missiles, launchers, 
and battery operations center, will be fielded to an operational 
battery. Nov. 2020, contract was awarded to Lockheed 
Martin to build MRC prototype based on SM-6 and Tomahawk 
missiles.

Precision 
Strike Missile 
(PrSM)

Surface-to-surface 
(anti-ship strike 
capability to be 
retrofitted), 60–499 km

Initial 30 PrSM missiles ordered in FY2021 are planned to be 
delivered Feb.–Nov. 2023. Fielding will begin in FY2023. Anti-
ship strike capability will be added through “Spiral One” 
upgrade by 2025. Deployed on HIMARS.

Sources:  Compiled by the author based on Department of the Army budget justification materials 
and news reports.

A LRHW training canister being delivered to the 17th Field 
Artillery Brigade (Joint Base Lewis McChord, Washington) 
on September 15, 2021 
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capability in the Pacific, calling it “stupid” when equipping Air Force bombers 
with hypersonic weapons is a more effective long-range strike option, and 
especially because the Air Force already has years of experience in operating 
missile-equipped bombers.44

Some have pointed out that there is interservice rivalry in the development 
of hypersonic weapons.45 At an online lecture hosted by the CSIS on February 
23, 2021, General John Hyten, vice chairman of the JCS, responded to such 
criticism as raised by General Ray of the Army’s hypersonic weapons program 
with the understanding that each service, not just the Army, is expanding the domain 
in which it operates with good reason. At the same time, he maintained that “the 
problem is making sure that everybody can operate together, can maneuver 
effectively in all domains seamlessly.” However, the duplication of efforts itself 
is undeniable, and is reportedly under analysis at the Office of Cost Assessment 
and Program Evaluation (CAPE) at the Office of the Secretary of Defense.46

As discussed in this chapter, the Biden administration is taking steps to better 
engage in the strategic competition with China while inheriting policies advanced 
under the prior administration. However, even though the Biden administration’s 
highest priority challenge is China, the United States has security interests 
in various parts of the world, where it is committed to maintaining stability. 
This leaves the United States unable to devote time and energy solely on 
any single challenge. Rather, it has to strike a balance among competing 
priorities by appropriately allocating resources—including diplomatic, military, 
economic, time-based, or political capital and other intangible resources. From 
this perspective, the United States will also need to allocate appropriate resources 
to Europe, to deal with another great power, Russia. Also important is how it 
will balance the need to respond to urgent crises with longer-term strategic 
competition with China. Within past Democratic administrations, calls for a 
more robust, proactive U.S. response, including the use of military force, have 
tended to be more vocal when humanitarian crises occurred abroad. Furthermore, 
the administration will need to strike a balance between domestic agendas and 
foreign policy objectives. While U.S. domestic agendas are often perceived as 

being at odds with pursuing leadership abroad, calls by President Biden and his 
team since the election campaign for “a foreign policy for the middle class” or “A 
Foreign Policy for the American People” can be viewed as an attempt to bridge 
that gap between international and domestic issues. These are the perspectives 
from which it will be necessary to closely monitor how the Biden administration 
promotes its domestic and international agenda in 2022.
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