
 

“Ragged Edge”: Analysis of America’s Current Military Readiness 

Military leaders have described U.S. forces as on the “ragged edge.”  What does this mean? 
 
The United States has a shrinking force. In 1990, the U.S. had a 546-ship Navy; today we have 288. The U.S. 
had 76 Army brigades in 1990; today we have 45. Two decades ago, the Air Force had twice as many fighter 
squadrons and bombers as today. 
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The United States has a strained force. In the last four years, inspection failures for Navy ships have nearly 
tripled. Currently, 1 of 5 ships inspected is either unfit for combat or severely degraded, and a majority of the 
Navy's deployed aircraft is unable to accomplish all assigned missions. Navy Adm. Jonathan Greenert 
indicated that "the stress on the force is real, and it has been relentless." Marine Corps stockpiles of critical 
equipment such as radios, small arms and generators face severe shortages. Over a third of active Army units 
do not have sufficient personnel to perform their missions; an even higher percentage of units in the Reserve 
face similar challenges. Gen. Philip Breedlove provided his candid assessment: "Some portions of the Air Force 
are right at the ragged edge." 
 
The United States has an aging force. Navy ships and light attack vehicles, on average, were built 20 years 
ago; bombers average 34 years in age. Our tankers are nearly 50 years old. 
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1977: Jimmy Carter 
elected President 

34: Average age of 
Air Force bombers 

1986: Mike Tyson won 
his first world boxing 

title 
25: Avg. age of F-15C/D 

1992: A gallon of 
gas cost $1.05 

19: Average age of 
Air Lift Aircraft 

1964: Beatles 
debut in America 

47: Average age of 
refueling aircraft 

1976: NASA unveils 
Space Shuttle 

35: Average age of 
Marine Amphibious 

Assault Vehicle 


