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Counterpoint to U.S. 
Special Operations 
Forces Cuts
Lt. Col. Doug Livermore, North Carolina National Guard

A soldier with the 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) operates a drone during a raid exercise 15 March 2021 at the Muscatatuck Urban 
Training Center, Indiana. U.S. special operations forces conduct regular training focused on building partner force capacity while enhancing 
readiness for worldwide deployments in response to threats to national security. (Photo by Staff Sgt. William Howard, U.S. Army)
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The current geopolitical circumstances in which 
the United States finds itself are fraught with 
challenges and opportunities that its special 

operations forces (SOF) are uniquely able to address, 
making any significant reduction in SOF manpower 
unwise and potentially catastrophic for the long-
term security of the Nation. Drawn from all the U.S. 
Department of Defense (DOD) services, SOF is 
organized under the functional command of the U.S. 
Special Operations Command (USSOCOM).1 U.S. 
SOF has a long and proud history of making signifi-
cant contributions to the advancement of our national 
interests in unique but impactful ways. This impact is 
only made possible through the distinctive capabilities 
SOF brings, borne from the most exacting assessment 
and selection processes, training, technology, and 
international access gained through constant overseas 
deployments. Specifically recruited, designed, and em-
ployed to punch well above its weight class, U.S. SOF 
provides an incredibly efficient return on investment to 
the Nation. Finally, if cuts to U.S. SOF are unavoidable, 
USSOCOM should undertake every effort to retain 
the most skilled service members and critical capabili-
ties within its Reserve Component (RC) formations. 

Increasingly, U.S. SOF is diversifying its capabili-
ties far beyond those of traditional combat operators 
with which most Americans are familiar with from 
Hollywood and the nightly news. For the last two 
decades of the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), 
Americans have come to think of all SOF personnel as 
barrel-chested, weapon-festooned warriors who spend 
their every waking hour solely kicking down doors and 
shooting terrorists. The reality is much more nuanced, 
as U.S. SOF requires a wide range of diverse skills and 
capabilities to effectively operate—computer system 
technicians, logisticians, psychological operations 
experts, and cyber operations specialists in addition 
to the “traditional” SOF operators. Particularly as 
USSOCOM continues its pivot away from the coun-
terterrorism focus of the GWOT and reorients onto 
competition with Russia and China, advanced techni-
cal skills like cyberspace operations and psychological 
operations designed to influence relevant populations 
will gain in prominence. 

U.S. SOF is a critical component of what has come 
to be known as the “Influence Triad,” in which these 
specialized forces provide the on-the-ground access 

and placement that enables U.S. Space Force and U.S. 
Cyber Command elements to have their own outsized 
strategic effects.2 Unfortunately, to preserve its core 
SOF capabilities, it is likely that USSOCOM personnel 
cuts would fall disproportionately on these components 
with more specialized applications.3 While recognizing 
the importance of maintaining such unique capabilities, 
much of USSOCOM’s cyberspace and psychological 
operational capability would either be outsourced to less 
capable formations or abandoned entirely. U.S. SOF per-
sonnel are not homogenous, and manpower cuts reduc-
ing any niche specialty within the broader force would 
severely undermine not just our special operations ac-
tivities. Inevitably, personnel reductions to USSOCOM 
would negatively impact on the entire Influence Triad 
upon which much of our 
strategic competition 
relies.

Global Impact
The rapidly growing 

prevalence of irregular 
warfare and related asym-
metric/hybrid threats to 
U.S. interests and security 
demonstrate the growing 
complexity of strategic 
competition in the mod-
ern world.4 SOF has been 
at the forefront of meet-
ing these challenges to en-
sure the maintenance of a 
stable, rules-based order. 
While irregular U.S. for-
mations have been a part 
of our history since before 
there was even a country, 
modern U.S. SOF came 
into being in the fires 
of World War II, when 
the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS) emerged 
to fight against the Axis 
powers.5 Operating deep 
behind enemy lines 
across Europe, Southeast 
Asia, and elsewhere, the 
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OSS worked alongside the British Special Operations 
Executive and indigenous groups like the French 
Resistance to wage a “butcher-and-bolt reign of terror.”6 
While the OSS was disbanded shortly after the war in 
September 1945, the Central Intelligence Agency and 
the U.S. Army Special Forces trace their lineage to the 
OSS and count many former OSS commandos among 
their ranks. Established in 1987 to functionally control 
all the DOD’s various service SOF, the OSS’s distinctive 
arrowhead emblem is represented in USSOCOM’s 
own crest.7 

Throughout the Cold War, the presence of U.S. 
SOF in Western Europe served as a strong deterrent 
to the Soviet Union’s ambitions of invading the region. 
Building off the legacy of the OSS, U.S. Army Special 
Forces units trained with Western European partners 
to prepare “stay behind” forces to attack rear areas in 
the event of any Soviet invasion.8 These SOF units 

were trained in a wide range of unconventional war-
fare techniques, which provided a degree of unpre-
dictability and uncertainty to the Soviets. Famously, 
some Special Forces units were even equipped and 
prepared to deploy man-portable nuclear weapons, 
which were intended to wreak havoc upon Soviet 
invasion corridors.9 Whereas conventional American 
forces might potentially take months to deploy to 
Europe in the event of a Soviet invasion, SOF units 
could deploy rapidly and effectively to respond to any 
potential Soviet incursions. Moreover, the presence 
of U.S. SOF in the region provided the United States 
with a valuable intelligence-gathering capability that 
could be used to preemptively detect and counter 
any Soviet moves.10 Ultimately, the presence of U.S. 
SOF in Western Europe served as a strong deterrent 
that helped to prevent the Soviets from launching an 
invasion of the region.

Soldiers in the Special Forces Communications Sergeant Course practice using a PDA-184 computer and an AN/PRC-117G satellite radio 29 
August 2019 at the Yarborough Training Complex, Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The satellite communications module qualified students to be 
proficient in installing, operating, and maintaining a satellite communications link. (Photo by K. Kassens, U.S. Army)
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In Asia, U.S. SOF has played an instrumental role in 
deterring and defeating threats to U.S. interests with-
out the need to deploy large conventional formations. 
Having learned the lessons of America’s disastrous 
involvement in Vietnam, U.S. SOF provided more 
subtle and nuanced responses to challenges, such as by 
helping the Philippines fight against communist and 
Islamist insurgencies over the past decades. In what has 
been the world’s longest-running communist insurgen-
cy from 1968 to the present, the United States provided 
training and equipment to the Philippine military to 
help it combat the communist New People’s Army.11 
This assistance helped the Philippines gain the upper 
hand and eventually defeat the New People’s Army, 
though the organization continues as a terrorist group. 

In the early 2000s, the United States shifted most of its 
focus to helping the Philippines fight against Islamist 
insurgents such as the Abu Sayyaf Group. This includ-
ed providing intelligence, training, and equipment to 
the Armed Forces of the Philippines, as well as deploy-
ing U.S. personnel to advise and assist in combat oper-
ations.12 The assistance provided by the United States 
has been critical in helping the Philippine government 
defeat both the New People’s Army and Abu Sayyaf 
Group, and it has helped to secure peace and stability 
in the region.

Closer to our own borders, the United States began 
to provide Colombia with support in its fight against the 
communist Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC) and drug-trafficking cartels in the late 1990s. 

Special Forces soldiers from the 10th Special Forces Group (Airborne) exfiltrate a counter-improvised explosive device (C-IED) lane in 
an MRZR off-road utility vehicle 11 June 2020 at Panzer Local Training area near Stuttgart, Germany. The C-IED training was a five-day 
course with both day and nighttime lanes that incorporated various types of simulated explosives and scenarios. (Photo by Sgt. Patrik 
Orcutt, U.S. Army)
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Since its formation in 1964, the FARC had waged a pro-
tracted and horrifically bloody insurgency against suc-
cessive Colombian governments, while the considerable 
expansion of the drug cartels’ narcotics exports to the 
United States had reached epidemic proportions. U.S. 
support was formalized in 2000 through Plan Colombia, 
a multibillion-dollar aid package that provided military 
assistance, counternarcotics training, and economic aid 
to help strengthen Colombia’s government and fight 
crime and terrorism. U.S. SOF played a key role in the 
implementation of this plan by providing intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance, as well as training and 
advising Colombian forces.13 Despite legitimate concerns 
raised by the international humanitarian community in-
volving alleged excesses by the Colombian government, 
this support played a critical role in Colombia’s suc-
cessful efforts to defeat the FARC and drug-trafficking 
cartels and helped to ensure stability and security along 
America’s southern flank.

Following the al-Qaida terrorist attack on the 
United States in September 2001, the invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq marked the start of the most 
significant chapters in the Global War on Terrorism, 
characterized by the swift and remarkable initial 
successes achieved by U.S. SOF. With unparalleled 
speed and precision, these elite units executed daring 
missions that dismantled key enemy strongholds and 
disrupted terrorist networks. In Afghanistan, the rap-
id overthrow of the Taliban regime in 2001 showcased 
the effectiveness of our SOF, which worked in tandem 
with local Afghan allies to achieve swift victories.14 
Similarly, in 2003, the lightning-quick advance of SOF 
during the initial stages of the Iraq invasion demon-
strated its unparalleled capability to swiftly neutralize 
high-value targets and secure strategic objectives.15 
This early success highlighted the potency of special 
operations in asymmetrical warfare, though the sub-
sequent challenges of nation-building and long-term 

A soldier (center) assigned to the 7th Special Forces Group (Airborne) coaches members of the Colombian Compañía Jungla Anti-
narcóticos during “Glass House Drills” meant to simulate clearing the interior of a building during a joint training exercise 20 November 
2015. The Junglas, as they are known, trained with the Special Forces soldiers on Eglin Air Force Base as part of the Western Hemi-
sphere’s longest enduring security partnership formed to counter narcotic and human trafficking. (Photo by Maj. Thomas Cieslak, 7th 
Special Forces Group [Airborne]) 
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stability would later emerge as complex and protract-
ed issues.

American SOF has played a pivotal role in the 
implementation of Special Operations Command 
Europe’s Resistance Operating Concept (ROC), par-
ticularly in the context of Ukraine and the deterrence 
of Russian aggression. First published in 2020 follow-
ing years of collaboration between Special Operations 
Command Europe and the Swedish military, the ROC 
proposes a holistic approach to “developing a nation-
ally authorized, organized resistance capability prior 
to an invasion and full or partial occupation resulting 
in a loss of territory and sovereignty.”16 Drawing from 
the ROC and leveraging their expertise in unconven-
tional warfare, psychological operations, and strategic 
advisory roles, U.S. and partnered foreign SOF have 
collaborated closely with Ukrainian forces to enhance 
their capabilities and resilience in the face of external 
threats. Through training, advising, and providing 

critical support, U.S. 
SOF has contributed 
to developing a robust 
resistance posture within 
Ukraine, fostering a ca-
pacity to counter Russian 
aggression.17 These forces 
have played a key role 
in bolstering Ukrainian 
defenses, cultivating a 
broader deterrence effect 
against potential adver-
saries. By aligning with 
Ukrainian counterparts 
and embodying the prin-
ciples of the ROC, U.S. 
SOF has strengthened the 
resilience of Ukraine and 
contributed to regional 
stability in the face of 

evolving geopolitical challenges.
To ensure the enduring defeat of the Islamic State 

(IS) in Syria and al-Sham’s physical caliphate in the 
Levant, U.S. SOF played a decisive role by again apply-
ing its unique capabilities and persistent relationships 
across the Middle East. Operating in close coordina-
tion with regional partners, starting in 2014, U.S. SOF 
executed a multifaceted strategy that combined direct 
action, advisory support, and intelligence gathering.18 
These forces spearheaded critical operations to disman-
tle key IS strongholds, eliminate high-value targets, and 
disrupt the group’s command and control structures. 
Through its expertise in counterinsurgency and irreg-
ular warfare, U.S. SOF not only contributed to the ter-
ritorial defeat of IS but also facilitated the training and 
empowerment of local forces to prevent the resurgence 
of the terrorist organization. Most recently, I returned 
from a yearlong mobilization as the deputy commander 
for Special Operations Advisory Group-Iraq, where our 
team advised the Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Service and 
Federal Intelligence and Investigations Agency from 
the tactical to ministerial levels as part of the continu-
ing effort to enable our partners to maintain crushing 
pressure on IS.19 The success in the Levant stands as a 
testament to the effectiveness of U.S. SOF in combating 
transnational threats and ensuring the lasting defeat of 
a significant terrorist entity in the region.

Ukrainian special operations soldiers and U.S. Army Special Forces 
soldiers assigned to 10th Special Forces Group (Airborne) enter an 
enemy-occupied building during exercise Combined Resolve XI on 
10 December 2018 at the Joint Multinational Readiness Center in 
Hohenfels, Germany. During Combined Resolve XI, special opera-
tions forces conducted operations in enemy-occupied territory to 
support and operate with conventional forces. (Photo by 1st Lt. Ben-
jamin Haulenbeek, U.S. Army)



SOF CUTS

MILITARY REVIEW ONLINE EXCLUSIVE · DECEMBER 2023
7

In direct align-
ment with the 2022 
U.S. National Defense 
Strategy (NDS), U.S. 
SOF has had a unique 
and impactful role 
in collaborating with 
U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command partners 
and allies to deter 
China in regions such 
as the Philippines and 
Taiwan.20 Operating at 
the forefront of irreg-
ular warfare, U.S. SOF 
has provided critical 
support through 
training, advising, and 
capacity-building ini-
tiatives.21 By working 
closely with local forc-
es, U.S. SOF has not only enhanced the capabilities 
of partner nations but has also fostered a collective 
deterrence against potential Chinese aggression. The 
nuanced and matchless understanding of the region 
and cultural sensitivities exhibited by U.S. SOF has 
enabled effective cooperation, contributing to a co-
hesive and coordinated approach to regional security. 
Through its strategic advisory roles and engagement 
in joint exercises, U.S. SOF has bolstered the resilience 
of partner nations, sending a clear signal of deterrence 
to mitigate potential threats in the Indo-Pacific the-
ater in a way that conventional DOD formations are 
ill-equipped to provide.22

American SOF boasts a storied history of operating 
on the fringes of U.S. national security strategy, consis-
tently making substantial and often pivotal contribu-
tions to shaping the global environment. Their unique 
capabilities in unconventional warfare, counterter-
rorism, and strategic advisory roles position them as a 
force multiplier with the ability to exert influence in 
regions crucial to U.S. interests. U.S. SOF’s adaptabil-
ity and agility has proven critical in the ever-evolving 
contemporary geopolitical environment. Operating 
in the shadows and addressing emerging threats with 
precision, it provides a nuanced and proactive approach 
to security challenges. Whether countering terrorism, 

supporting allies in deterrence efforts, or executing 
complex operations, U.S. SOF remains indispensable 
in navigating the complex and dynamic global environ-
ment. As geopolitical conditions continue to evolve, the 
enduring importance of U.S. SOF in safeguarding and 
advancing U.S. interests becomes increasingly evident, 
underlining its irreplaceable role in shaping the world’s 
strategic contours.

Capabilities
The unparalleled effectiveness of U.S. SOF stems 

from a distinctive amalgamation of exceptional 
training, state-of-the-art technologies, and sustained 
involvement in some of the globe’s most politically 
sensitive yet strategically crucial regions. Its rigorous 
training regimens hone specialized skills, preparing it 
for a diverse range of missions. Equipped with cut-
ting-edge technologies, U.S. SOF can operate with pre-
cision and agility, adapting to dynamic and challenging 

An Army “Green Beret” advises a Maghaweir al-Thowra (MaT) soldier 
on base defense tactics during a surprise inspection 27 May 2020 
at MaT base within the 55 km deconfliction zone in Syria. Coalition 
forces in Syria continue to train, advise, and assist our partner force 
in the fight to defeat the Islamic State and counter violent extremist 
organizations. (Photo by Staff Sgt. William Howard, U.S. Army)
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environments. Moreover, its persistent engagement in 
key geopolitical hotspots ensures an intimate under-
standing of local nuances and complexities. This unique 
combination of skills, technology, and experience 
empowers U.S. SOF to navigate delicate situations with 
finesse, providing the Nation with a strategic advantage 
in addressing multifaceted global challenges.

Commencing with exceptionally demanding assess-
ment and selection processes, each facet of U.S. SOF 
undergoes a continuous and evolving training pipeline 
meticulously crafted to comprehensively cultivate 
personnel skills at initial, intermediate, and advanced 
levels. This rigorous training continuum ensures that 
SOF operators are not only highly specialized in their 
respective domains but also possess the adaptability 
and resilience necessary to confront an array of com-
plex challenges. By investing in the continuous de-
velopment of its personnel, U.S. SOF aims to provide 
the Nation with a cadre of elite operators capable of 

delivering effective and strategic service throughout 
their careers.23 This commitment to lifelong learning 
and skill enhancement reinforces the prowess and 
versatility of U.S. SOF, enabling it to remain continu-
ously relevant and effective in advancing our national 
security interests.

The distinctive research, development, and acqui-
sition authorities vested in USSOCOM empower the 
force to swiftly tailor its technological capabilities to 
address evolving requirements and outpace potential 
adversaries. Unlike its conventional DOD counter-
parts, which require decades (or more) to acquire 
new equipment, USSOCOM can uniquely respond 
to emerging threats through these rapid-acquisition 
authorities.24 This agility in the technological domain is 
paramount in the ever-changing landscape of modern 
warfare. With the ability to expedite innovation and 
deploy cutting-edge solutions, U.S. SOF maintains 
a competitive edge, ensuring that its equipment and 

Special Forces soldiers insert onto a rooftop from an MH-47G helicopter during the annual U.S. Army Special Operations Command 
capabilities exercise at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, held 10–13 June 2019. The exercise scenario, based on potential real-world special 
operations forces mission requirements, was designed to improve interoperability with conventional forces, enhance interagency and 
intergovernmental partnerships, and test capabilities. (Photo by Spc. ShaTyra Reed, U.S. Army)
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technology align with the dynamic nature of global 
security challenges.25 This adaptability underscores the 
importance of granting SOF the flexibility to explore, 
develop, and acquire advanced technologies, enabling it 
to respond effectively to emerging threats and maintain 
a strategic advantage in the complex and rapidly evolv-
ing competition space of special operations.

American SOF strategically cultivates a resilient 
and extensive network of international contacts by 
engaging persistently with partners and allies world-
wide. This proactive approach enables SOF to har-
ness the power of the informal global SOF network, 
uniquely positioning it to navigate the increasingly 
unpredictable global environment in a manner unpar-
alleled by other elements of the DOD.26 The depth of 
this engagement is facilitated through ongoing securi-
ty cooperation initiatives, the National Guard’s state 
partnership programs, and the utilization of SOF-
specific authorities and permissions such as 10 U.S.C. 
§ 127e (Support of Special Operations to Combat 

Terrorism) and Section 1202 (Support of Special 
Operations for Irregular Warfare) of the National 
Defense Authorization Act.27 These frameworks not 
only enhance interoperability but also foster a collab-
orative environment where U.S. SOF can seamlessly 
share expertise, intelligence, and resources with its 
international counterparts. This robust ecosystem of 
relationships ensures that U.S. SOF remains at the 
forefront of global security efforts, equipped to re-
spond effectively to emerging threats and challenges.

The substantial investments directed toward 
USSOCOM’s formations over the past several decades 
have yielded a force that stands unparalleled in terms 
of training, equipment, and connectivity within the 
DOD. This robust investment has resulted in a highly 
specialized and adaptable force, uniquely positioned 
to address the complexities of modern warfare. U.S. 
SOF’s superior training programs have honed skills 
that are not only specialized but also versatile, allowing 
for agile responses to a broad spectrum of threats. The 

A formation of MC-130J Command II aircraft from the 1st Special Operations Squadron flies off the coast of Okinawa, Japan, on 6 January 
2021. The MC-130Js provide unique and extremely risky low-level infiltration, exfiltration, and resupply capabilities to special operations 
forces in hostile or denied territory. (Photo by Capt. Renee Douglas, 353rd Special Operations Wing Public Affairs) 
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cutting-edge equipment at its disposal, coupled with 
advanced technologies, affords U.S. SOF capabilities 
that are unmatched by any other DOD component. 
Furthermore, its extensive network of international 
partnerships and collaborations underscores its con-
nectivity, providing a strategic advantage in the global 
security situation. In essence, the considerable invest-
ments in U.S. SOF underscore its irreplaceable utility 
and its critical role in safeguarding national interests.

Investment
Despite constituting a relatively modest percentage 

of the overall DOD budget, U.S. SOF plays an outsized 
role in meeting the most pressing needs of the geographic 
combatant commands (GCC). While positioned as a 
supporting entity, U.S. SOF efficiently undertakes the 
critical task of shaping conditions for the conventional 

elements of the joint force. 
The ability of SOF to 
deliver substantial impact 
with a comparatively small 
budget underscores its 
exceptional efficiency and 
the concept of “return on 
investment.”28 This cost 
effectiveness is a testament 
to the specialized nature 
of SOF operations, em-
phasizing their ability to 
achieve strategic objectives 
with precision, agility, and 
a judicious allocation of 
resources. The strategic 
importance of U.S. SOF 
becomes evident in its 
capability to maximize 
impact while operat-
ing within constrained 
budgetary frameworks, 
reinforcing its indispens-

able role in the broader defense apparatus.
As both a service-like entity and a functional com-

batant command, the budget allocated to USSOCOM 
is notably dwarfed in comparison to the traditional 
services. In the fiscal year 2024 forecasts, USSOCOM’s 
budget equaled approximately 1.6 percent of the over-
all DOD budget request.29 Although USSOCOM does 
not share the same level of operations and management 
budget requirements as the services, it boasts the dis-
tinction of producing the most highly capable military 
forces that consistently deploy globally. This emphasiz-
es the strategic efficiency of USSOCOM, which excels 
in cultivating and deploying elite special operations 
forces despite its relatively constrained budget. The 
focused nature of USSOCOM’s mission allows it to 
prioritize the development of specialized capabilities, 
contributing to its reputation as a force multiplier and 
a crucial component in addressing complex, high-stakes 
scenarios on a global scale.

The evident preference for U.S. SOF in sustaining 
ongoing engagements with crucial partners and allies, 
including the Baltic States and Taiwan, underscores the 
force’s enduring significance in shouldering a dispro-
portionate share of deployment requirements. Many 

U.S. Navy SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team 2 launches a SEAL Delivery 
Vehicle (mini submarine) from the Los Angeles-class submarine 
USS Philadelphia. Such teams provide a specialized capability for 
conducting covert infiltration and exfiltration littoral operations in 
regions of potential conflict such as the South China Sea. (Photo by 
Chief Photographer’s Mate Andrew McKaskle, U.S. Navy)
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partners and allies, fully appreciating the enhanced ca-
pabilities and reputation of our SOF, insist on working 
with such forces over conventional DOD formations.30 
This trend, which originated in 2001 with the Global 
War on Terrorism, persists into the current opera-
tional landscape and is projected to continue in the 
foreseeable future.31 The specialized skills, adaptability, 
and cultural acumen inherent to U.S. SOF make it an 
invaluable asset in navigating complex geopolitical re-
lationships and addressing evolving security challenges. 
As the operational tempo remains high, U.S. SOF’s role 
in fostering strategic partnerships and bolstering global 
security emerges as a consistent and essential aspect of 
U.S. military strategy.

While the war plans of the GCCs heavily rely on 
the conventional elements of the joint force as the 
supported elements, U.S. SOF assumes a more promi-
nent role in the preconflict campaign plans. These plans 
strategically leverage the unique capabilities, engage-
ments, and authorities/permissions of U.S. SOF to not 
only deter aggression but also set conditions for rapidly 
defeating threats should deterrence fail. The incredible 
work done by U.S. and partnered SOF with Ukrainian 
forces in the years before the escalated Russian invasion 
of 2022 clearly demonstrated the outsized nature such 
forces can have during the initial phases of a broaden-
ing conflict.32 The agility, specialized skills, and inherent 
flexibility of U.S. SOF make it instrumental in shaping 
the preconflict conditions, offering a proactive and ver-
satile approach to address emerging security challenges. 
By emphasizing the use of SOF in the preconflict phase, 
the military optimizes its ability to respond rapidly and 
effectively to potential threats, aligning with the evolv-
ing nature of global security.

Pound for pound, U.S. SOF consistently demon-
strates an extraordinary efficiency, punching well 
above its weight class in terms of both taxpayer dollars 
and DOD personnel billets. Despite operating with 
a comparatively smaller budget and authorized size, 
the USSOCOM effectively addresses the most crucial 
requirements of the GCCs. In peacetime, U.S. SOF 
plays a pivotal role in deterring aggression, leveraging 
its specialized capabilities and strategic engagements. 
Simultaneously, during wartime, it skillfully shapes 
the battlefield to provide indispensable support to the 
broader joint force. This efficiency not only highlights 
the exceptional value proposition of U.S. SOF but also 
underscores its strategic importance in maintaining a 
robust and agile national defense posture.

Safeguarding Future Capabilities
In the scenario where USSOCOM faces the 

unavoidable necessity of cutting active-duty billets, it 
becomes crucial to prioritize retaining capacity and ca-
pabilities within the RC. Failing to preserve these vital 
elements in the RC would have severe consequences, 
potentially causing catastrophic damage to the DOD’s 
ability to effectively deter the aggression of global com-
petitors or mount a successful defense should deter-
rence prove insufficient. Recognizing the RC as a res-
ervoir of essential skills and expertise is paramount to 

An airman with Special Operations Forces Medical Element, 18th 
Wing, prepares freeze-dried plasma during a simulated casualty 
evacuation drill 8 October 2020 at Ie Shima, Okinawa, Japan. U.S. 
Special Operations Command has sponsored extensive medical 
research focused on upgrading lifesaving medical capabilities and 
techniques to support personnel recovery from isolated locations.   
(Photo by Cpl. Ethan M. LeBlanc, U.S. Marine Corps)
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maintaining the strategic depth necessary for a flexible 
and responsive national defense posture, particularly in 
the face of evolving geopolitical challenges.

The U.S. SOF RC already plays a pivotal role in 
advancing the goals of the NDS, employing various 
strategies such as the State Partnership Program 
and persistent engagement through Joint Combined 
Exchange Training. Through the State Partnership 
Program, meaningful engagements with the Baltic 
nations strengthen alliances and foster interoperabili-
ty.33 These partnerships, facilitated by the RC, enhance 
regional security and align with the overarching objec-
tives of the NDS. The persistent engagement through 
Joint Combined Exchange Training further allows for 
the cultivation of critical skills and the establishment 
of enduring relationships, ensuring that U.S. SOF in 
the RC remains an asset in supporting and bolstering 
our partners and allies across the globe. Notably, the 
U.S. Army Special Operations Command maintains 
special operations detachments within its RC struc-
ture, each commanded by a colonel and providing 
senior level command and control to joint task forces 
while advising partners and allies.34 Special Operations 
Detachment-NATO from the Maryland Army 
National Guard deployed and assumed command of 
Special Operations Advisory Group-Iraq in 2022, the 
first time a special operations detachment had taken 
responsibility for an entire joint and international task 
force, further demonstrating the 
continued utility of RC elements of 
U.S. SOF to the Nation.35

If U.S. SOF members are com-
pelled to transition from active duty, 
it becomes imperative to provide 
compelling incentives for their con-
tinued service in the RC. Retention 
bonuses previously offered for such 

transfers served as effective motivational tools and must 
be considered for renewal and expansion.36 However, it 
is also crucial to acknowledge the potential strain on the 
U.S. SOF RC force structure, which may be insufficient 
to absorb the surplus of personnel transitioning from 
active duty. Much like the active-duty force, the RC is 
limited in the total number of personnel it may employ, 
requiring expansion. To mitigate additional adverse 
effects stemming from required cuts, USSOCOM 
should proactively engage in contingency planning. This 
involves budgeting for increased transfer incentives and 
making necessary force structure adjustments to ensure 
a smooth transition, minimize disruptions, and retain a 
highly capable and motivated RC within U.S. SOF. 

Oftentimes, U.S. SOF personnel transition from 
active duty to the RC and seek outside employment 
that significantly augments their military service. Many 
choose roles within the U.S. government, leveraging their 
specialized skills and experiences to contribute unique-
ly to various agencies.37 In my own case, I left active 
duty nearly a decade ago, transitioning to a contracting 
career and eventually serving as a senior intelligence 
officer and director within the Office of the Secretary 
of the Navy. In those years, I have also continued my 
U.S. SOF service with three different special operations 
detachments, advancing in rank and responsibility. This 
dual-hatted approach not only allows SOF personnel to 
maintain their military readiness but also provides them 

Spc. Josh Brimm, 307th Tactical Psycholog-
ical Operations (PSYOP) Company, 7th 
PSYOP Group, plays a counter-improvised 
explosive device message on a loud speaker 
during a mission around Malajat, Afghan-
istan, on 3 June 2011. The purpose of the 
mission was to gather information from the 
local population and to distribute PSYOP 
flyers and radios. (Photo by Sgt. Canaan 
Radcliffe, U.S. Army)
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with distinctive perspectives and connections within the 
interagency and international communities. Integrating 
SOF expertise into different facets of the U.S. govern-
ment ensures a valuable exchange of insights and fosters 
a more comprehensive understanding of global security 
challenges, ultimately enhancing the effectiveness of U.S. 
SOF in an evolving strategic landscape.

Regardless of any success that we might witness with 
active-duty U.S. SOF personnel transitioning to the RC, 
the loss of those active-duty billets will undoubtedly sig-
nificantly undermine the overall readiness and capabili-
ties of USSOCOM to contribute to the national defense. 
While every effort should be exerted to prevent cuts to 
the active-duty force structure of USSOCOM, pru-
dent measures should be taken to mitigate the potential 
negative repercussions of such reductions. Above all else, 
USSOCOM is renowned for its adaptability, resilience, 
and commitment to forge itself into whatever force the 
Nation requires. A strategic approach involves retaining 

the best and brightest U.S. SOF members within the RC. 
By doing so, the considerable investments made in these 
highly skilled individuals can continue to be leveraged 
for the benefit of national defense. This approach not 
only safeguards the wealth of experience and expertise 
within the SOF community but also ensures that these 
exceptional individuals remain active contributors to the 
broader defense apparatus, even in a part-time capacity 
within the RC.

Conclusion
In an era defined by escalating global complexity 

and an array of security challenges stretching across 
the world, the prospect of reducing personnel from 
USSOCOM appears misguided. The distinct capabil-
ities, substantial capacity, and extensive global connec-
tions inherent in USSOCOM personnel are critical 
assets in navigating the uncertainties of the contem-
porary security environment. The specialized skills 

Staff Sgt. Aidan McNulty, Civil Affairs Team 142, Company D, 91st Civil Affairs Battalion, writes down a patient’s medical information 19 
February 2021 at a medical clinic in Bobo-Dioulasso, Burkina Faso. Civil Affairs Team 142 partnered with the 25th Régiment Parachutiste 
Commando medical personnel to conduct a joint medical readiness training exercise and supply basic medical services to local populations. 
(Photo by Spc. Nathan Hammack, U.S. Army)
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and adaptability of these service members make them 
indispensable in addressing the multifaceted threats 
facing the United States. Opting for poorly considered 
cuts to USSOCOM personnel not only risks weakening 
our most impactful force but also poses a direct threat 
to the DOD’s capacity to execute the NDS effectively. In 
times of pervasive uncertainty, preserving the strength 
and capabilities of USSOCOM is vital for maintaining a 
robust and responsive national defense posture.

The unique role of USSOCOM personnel in 
irregular and asymmetrical warfare, coupled with 
their ability to operate in politically sensitive and 
geographically diverse environments, positions them as 
an irreplaceable asset for addressing evolving security 
challenges. Their distinct skill set is not easily replicated 

within conventional military forces. Any reduction in 
USSOCOM personnel would not only compromise 
the United States’ ability to counter emerging threats 
but could also undermine the strategic objectives 
outlined in the NDS. Recognizing the importance of 
USSOCOM in navigating the intricacies of global 
security, it becomes imperative to weigh the long-term 
consequences and potential vulnerabilities that would 
arise from ill-advised cuts, emphasizing the need to 
safeguard this essential force to ensure the Nation’s 
security interests are effectively preserved.   

All opinions expressed are those of the author alone and 
do not reflect the official positions of any department or 
agency of the U.S. government.
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