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What wars are we going to be fighting in the next decade -- and with what weapons?

COMPILED BY ELIZABETH DICKINSON | MARCH/APRIL 2011

FP SURVEY: THE FUTURE OF WAR

FTHE U.S. MILITARY of 10 years ago saw itself today, it might not
recognize the ractics, strategies, weapons, and organization as its
own. From counterinsurgency to drones to cybertechnology, the
00's were a transformative decade—and the coming years are certain
to bring just as much change. After a decade of vast expansion and

rapid overhaul, FP reached out to top professionals, policymakers,

and thinkers in the 1|1ilil-.|r:.-' world to ask them what directions

national security will take next. Here's what they told us, »

By Micah Zenko

Expert and popular opinions often don't intersect. And that has become particularly true in a political era
characterized by a dislike for Washington, distrust of elite opinion, and the ascendency of Tea Party populism.
While elite opinions about U.S. military and national-security affairs are in tune with those of the broader
American public in some areas, such as President Barack Obama's handling of China, they diverge wildly in
others, such as the threat posed by a nuclear Iran and defense spending. At least some of this divergence may

come from the simple fact that Americans' top concerns these days relate to the economy -- not defense issues.

FP's experts and the public see eye to eye when it comes to Obama's performance as commander in chief. Experts
rate the president, on average, at 5.2 (on a scale of 1 to 10) as a wartime leader -- a tepid but not negative
assessment. Similarly, a July 2010 Washington Post/ABC Poll found that 55 percent of Americans approved
of Obama's performance as commander in chief of the military. These marks fall within the range of the margin of

error for Obama's overall approval ratings in the same poll, suggesting that he is perceived of as a similarly
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adequate president on domestic and foreign policy.

H L i There is also shared skepticism of Obama's signature
E " E"ffn‘ wi:flq;;;;; national-security initiative. FP's experts overwhelmingly (78
!i %M':-: - I':':::Z':.':I percent) believe that the president's vision of a "world withou
= 78% e nuclear weapons" will be impossible in practice.
_ .:E ::*':' ""ﬁ'ﬁ Concordantly, in an April 2010 CNN poll, 74 percent of all
L o ——— respondents disagreed with the statement that "the total

Read this Slide Show for the full survey results. elimination of all nuclear weapons is possible." This
pessimism is striking, given that decades of public opinion
polling have shown that roughly seven out of 10 people consistently favor the eventual abolition of nuclear

weapons, including America's.

FP's experts assess the probability of a U.S.-China war in the next decade to be low (2.4 on the 1 to 10 scale).
Comparable polling for non-experts is lacking, yet a September 2010 Chicago Council on Global Affairs poll
found only 17 percent of Americans "very worried" that China will become a future military threat to the United
States. And for all the passionate debate on newspaper op-ed pages and security journals, a January 2011 Pew
Research Center for the People and the Press poll found that only 22 percent of Americans view China as

an adversary.

The experts' assessments were not entirely harmonious with popular views, however. In three areas, the wonks

and the hoi polloi diverge markedly.

First, there's discord over the threat posed by Iran. FP's experts largely (67 percent) believe that a nuclear Iran is
a tolerable threat to the world. And while identical data is not available, in a November 2009 Pew Global
Attitudes poll, 82 percent of Americans said that a nuclear-armed Iran would be a "major threat" to the United
States. Puzzlingly, a full 71 percent of Americans think Iran already possesses a nuclear arsenal, according to a
February 2010 CNN/Opinion Research Corporation poll. Perhaps this misconception about Iran's
capabilities explains the divergent opinions. Or Americans overall may put less faith in the deterrent effect of U.S.

or Israeli conventional and nuclear forces to deter Iranian assault.

FP's experts also almost uniformly (96 percent) agree that the United States has the world's best military.
Compare that result to that of a Gallup Poll, conducted every year from 1993 through 2010, which asked the
American public if "the United States is number one in the world militarily." Responses have varied from 51 to 64
percent in agreement. A similar January 2011 Pew Research Center for the People and the Press poll
showed that only 67 percent of respondents thought America was "the world's leading military power." While
America's costly and inconclusive conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan can explain recent doubts about the U.S.

military, it is remarkable that this opinion gap has existed since the pre-Sept. 11 era. Perhaps Americans
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inherently question U.S. military power, or simply overinflate the military capabilities of other countries.

A plurality of FP's experts called for total defense budget cuts of 8 to 15 percent (or between $45 billion and $85
billion) over the next decade. Meanwhile, in a February 2011 Program for Public Consultation poll that
averaged American's responses of which programs to cut among 31 different programs, respondents sought to
drastically slash Pentagon spending by 20 percent ($110 billion) in just one year -- that's one to two dozen times
larger than the majority of the experts' would recommend. (The next three programs that poll respondents
targeted for cuts were also all defense related: intelligence agencies, spending for the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan, and veterans affairs.) Clearly, Americans believe that too many taxpayer dollars are dedicated to
funding the national security system. This observation will not be lost on politicians as they target programs to cut

to tackle the crippling $3.5 trillion in deficits the United States faces over the next decade.

With Sept. 11 receding in the public consciousness and unemployment rates still bearing down, roughly 60
percent of Americans now oppose the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and defense issues are simply not that
important for the vast majority of voters. A January 2011 Gallup Poll found that more than two out of three
Americans named economic-related issues as the country's most important problems. The top three non-
economic issues came in as health care, dissatisfaction with government, and immigration. National security
didn't make the ranking. Paradoxically, however, that may open a window for politicians to listen to expert

opinion, since defense issues don't carry the same electoral weight that they used to.

Micah Zenko is a fellow in the Center for Preventive Action at the Council on Foreign Relations.

Participants (62): David Aaron, Gordon Adams, David Barno, Kayhan Barzegar, Bruce Bennett, Nick Brown, Vanda Felbab-Brown, Richard Burt, Frank Carlucci, Patrick Cronin, Andrew deGrandpre, Abraham
Denmark, Barry Desker, James Doyle, Andrew Exum, Richard Falkenrath, Nathaniel Fick, Jamie Fly, Richard Fontaine, Nathan Freier, Charles Freilich, Bates Gill, T.X. Hammes, James Hardy, Jacqueline L.
Hazelton, Jeffrey Isaacson, Ken Jimbo, Robert Kaplan, Timothy Keating, Paul J. Kern, Asad Khan, David Kilcullen, Changsu Kim, Richard Kohn, Charles Kupchan, Kristin Lord, Edward Luttwak, Sean Lynn-Jones

Peter Mansoor, Sean McFate, K. Scott McMahon, Merrill McPeak, Steven Metz, Judith Miscik, Philip Mudd, John Nagl, Thomas Nichols, Joseph S. Nye Jr., George Perkovich, John Pike, Kenneth Pollack,

Christopher Preble, Guy Raz, Matthew Rojansky, Kori Schake, Peter W. Singer, Donald M. Snow, Richard Weitz, Winslow Wheeler, Thomas Wright, Paul Yingling, Micah Zenko.
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What is the most important military innovation in the last decade?

Drones and other unmanned technologies

Cyberwarfare | E
Improvised explosive devices ... the most dangerous?
Precision weapons |2 WOCWEUR 10 responses]

Biochemical weapons ||

Drones and other unmanned technologics INEY

Sorme other mnovations mentiened;

i Stuxnet

FP SURVEY: THE FTURE OF WAR

L5 “The most dangerous [threat] continues to be the Internet,
whu:h |s as anar(:hlc as it is democratic. Our vulnerabilities with respect to the
Internet are almost as great as the advantages we derive from our interconnectedness.”

Some other dangers mentioned:

looae 1’1uk@5

high-energy beams nlnﬁ* bombs
mr uiT o]lite technology

USB/flash drives YATM])

opensowrce techno
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The most dangerous situation in the world right now is:
Pahistan 0%

Harth Korea
tran [IENEEN

Isracl and Lebanon (Hezbollah) other IEN
Marth and South Korea India-Pakistan [E]
India and Pakistan Mghanistan ES?EE
Sudan and Chad Israal-ran B

United States and lran Persian Gulf ]

Armenia and Azerbaijan
Israel and Iran
Venezuela and Colombia
Saudi Arabia and Yemen

Which two comntries are most likely to go to war over the next decade?

AFGHANISTEN

fJSHEL
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T]:\l _[, e f:i‘[' o True or false:
1 i Lo N A nuclear-armed lran is an
- intolerable threat to the world.
2
How lhelyis True False
war between

the United i
bl Maybe not to th_e
China gyt . world, but this
the next Iranian government
decade? armed with nuclear
i g ol af § 30 20, i
L squars = [ respunie) 0 Weapons is
78 H{E’h ; o certainly intolerable

liedierws & wo ithia i

r nuclear ::aamn“sis ] for the mlﬁms{,s of
Not doeam that will newes the United
likel i e Statas 17

R
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g T TN T\I v A -
LUNs vsS. buttetl

True or false: The U.S. defense budget is too large.
T
True False

k& As much as it pains me to write this as a former Army officer, it is ridiculous that we allow
soldiers and officers to retire after just 20 years—meaning you could, conceivably, retire from
the U.S. military with full benefits, for life, at the age of 38.... Insurance premiums that U.S.
servicemen pay are ridiculously low, Health-care costs are killing our budget.??

FP SUREY: THE FTURE OF WAR

Guns vs. Butte:
What one thing would you cut immediately

from the current budget?

“There is virtually no aspect of the defense budget that could
not be made more efficient by 10 percent reductions.”

“| would immediately remove from production any/all systems that
have not yet completed (and passed) operational testing.”

“All the things Bob Gates wants to eliminate.”
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| &&That would still
leave a defense budget
in excess of $500
billion, Simply put, the
Percentage _ LS. cannot have both
How much of respondents  [IEA0 guns and butter,”?

should the U.S.  whosaic. v
defense budget o wom
be cut over the

next decade, in

real terms? None 13% 4-7% 8-15% 16-25% 25+%
Percentage to cut
MNOTE: Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding.
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&4 like the man,
but this is tepid,
not audacious,
leadarship. 77
kkHe has heen
Rate very strong in both
Barack Atghanistan and
elsawhers against al
Obam.a 4 (Jaeda and associated
a wartime mavements. But it is
leader: clear he has about as

much interest in
Afghanistan as | do in

1 the minutiag of
Niuille [ , health-care policy. !
Chamberlzm
Pound for pound, the country with the
best military in the world right now is: 7 6 cy
96% : F
T=¥, . believe the U.S. military
- United States relies too heavily on private
military contractors
Isragl: 2%
China 2%
Since 2000, the U.S. military has. .. kpeers? What peers???
Gained on its peers 51% 4dif by pears you mean ill-trained
Lost on its peers | EZD brigands in Irag and Afghanistan, we have lost ground. If
you mean ofhers that spend a commensurate amount of money.
Stayed same m such peers do not exist. If you mean other regional powers, wa have
It has no peers [IIEE] elearly lost ground both to allies and 1o competitors.??
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