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 n A top priority for the next Presi-
dent of the United States must 
be to demonstrate the strength 
and confidence to protect the 
nation’s vital interests at home 
and abroad.

 n These vital interests are: (1) 
defense of the homeland,  
(2) prevention or successful 
conclusion of a major war, and (3) 
preservation of freedom of move-
ment within the global commons.

 n Covering the gap between the 
current economic and security 
situation and where the nation 
needs to be at the end of the first 
four years of the next presidency 
will require a “gap strategy.”

 n The gap strategy combines key 
alliance, defense, and economic 
foreign policy initiatives. In order 
to protect its vital interests, 
America must strengthen its alli-
ances and other security partner-
ships in Europe, the Middle East, 
and Asia; rebuild defense capa-
bility and capacity; and reposi-
tion the economy so that it can 
grow rapidly without increasing 
public debt.

Abstract
The man or woman who takes office as President of the United States 
in January 2017 must be aware that a top priority will be the ability to 
demonstrate the strength and confidence to protect the nation’s vital 
interests at home and abroad. These vital interests are: (1) defense of 
the homeland, (2) prevention or successful conclusion of a major war, 
and (3) preservation of freedom of movement within the global com-
mons. Covering the gap between the current economic and security sit-
uation and where the nation needs to be at the end of the first four years 
of the next presidency will require a “gap strategy.” The gap strategy 
identifies singular and critical priorities for the next Administration—
strengthening enduring alliances, rebuilding defense, and reposition-
ing the economy in order to protect and guarantee vital interests both 
at home and abroad. 

A top priority for the next President of the United States must 
be to demonstrate the strength and confidence to protect the 

nation’s vital interests at home and abroad. these vital interests are: 
(1) defense of the homeland; (2) prevention or successful conclusion 
of a major war with the potential to destabilize regions of critical 
interest to the U.S.; and (3) preservation of freedom of movement 
within the global commons: the sea, the air, cyberspace, and outer 
space domains through which the world conducts business.1

there is clearly a need to do something different. the Heritage 
Foundation’s Index of U.S. Military Strength graded the ability of the 
United States to protect its vital interests as “marginal,” an assessment 
that reflects both deteriorating U.S. capabilities and rising concerns in 
key parts of the world.2 Further, it is clear that this Administration’s 
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approach to defense and foreign policy is deeply flawed.3 
In practice, it has served the nation poorly.

Demonstrating American will and power requires 
a sound strategy. Strategy is the integrated application 
of ends, ways, and means to achieve national objectives. 
More fundamentally, strategy is the lifeline of a guiding 
idea to get from the current situation to a better end-
state. A good strategy is practical—meeting the stan-
dards that it is suitable, feasible, and acceptable.4 At the 
same time, it makes hard choices—and delivers results.

the next President will need a particular kind of 
strategy to guide his or her first years in office. America 
is a global power with global interests. the goal of gov-
ernment should be to sustain the key attributes that 
make America great—keeping the nation free, pros-
perous, and secure.5 the challenge for the next Presi-
dent is to exercise power in a manner that strength-
ens the nation while promoting economic growth 
and innovation without growing public debt. Improv-
ing the instruments of American power while at the 
same time reforming government’s fiscal policies will 
require a balanced effort from the White House. the 
trajectory of rebuilding the U.S. military will look 
like a ramp, matched by economic reforms that grow 
the economy and shift the weight of federal spending 
more toward its traditional mission of providing the 
common defense. covering the gap between the cur-
rent economic and security situation and where the 
nation needs to be at the end of the first four years of 
the next presidency will require a “gap strategy.”

the gap strategy combines key alliance, defense, 
and economic foreign policy initiatives to see the next 
Administration through the first tough, tumultuous 
years of office. In order to protect its vital interests, 
America must strengthen its enduring alliances and 
other security partnerships in europe, the Middle 

east, and Asia, and rebuild and reprioritize defense 
capability and capacity without adding to public debt.

the gap strategy ought to include three 
core components.

1. Empowering Enduring Alliances
America needs allies. America’s greatest strength 

is strength in numbers: the number of free nations 
that share its commitment to peace, justice, security, 
and—above all—freedom.

building strong alliances requires proactive 
action that reinforces rather than undermines 
the sovereignty of the state and at the same time 
strengthens the bonds of trust and confidence 
between free peoples, enabling them to act in their 
common interest. the focus of this should be on 
building enduring alliances, not just “coalitions of 
the willing,” with key nations in key regions.6

Deepening U.S. Relations with Its Europe-
an Allies. the top foreign policy goals in europe 
should include: living up to treaty obligations in 
order to defend, and when necessary liberate, NAtO 
members; helping allies to develop military capa-
bility and capacity so they can better take respon-
sibility for their own security; encouraging allies to 
increase defense expenditures; and helping nations 
to decrease energy dependence on russia.

the next President must strengthen America’s 
Special relationship with the United Kingdom 
through both diplomatic and military initiatives. 
the U.K. is America’s closest ally and its anchor to 
europe. Issues that could be addressed together 
include: standing up against russian aggression 
in central and eastern europe, joint military and 
defense procurement projects, pursuing joint initia-
tives to combat Islamist terrorism in europe and the 

1. Dakota L. Wood, ed., 2015 Index of U.S. Military Strength (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation, 2015),  
http://index.heritage.org/militarystrength/.

2. Ibid.

3. Kim R. Holmes and James Jay Carafano, “Defining the Obama Doctrine, Its Pitfalls, and How to Avoid Them,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 2457, September 1, 2010,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2010/08/defining-the-obama-doctrine-its-pitfalls-and-how-to-avoid-them.

4. Harry R. Yarger, “Strategic Theory for the 21st Century: The Little Book on Big Strategy,” Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 
2006, p. 68, http://www.comw.org/qdr/fulltext/0602yarger.pdf (accessed August 18, 2015).

5. James Jay Carafano and Paul Rosenzweig, Winning the Long War: Lessons from the Cold War for Defeating Terrorism and Preserving Freedom 
(Washington, DC: Heritage Books, 2005).

6. James Jay Carafano and Sally McNamara, “Enduring Alliances Empower America’s Long-War Strategy,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 
2042, June 15, 2007, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2007/06/enduring-alliances-empower-americas-long-war-strategy.
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Middle east, and discussing how the U.K. could be 
an even closer partner with the U.S.7 by strengthen-
ing its relationship with the U.K. and anchoring its 
influence in europe, the United States will be able to 
secure interests throughout the region.

Further, America should reinvest in its relation-
ships with allies in the Nordic-baltic region, and in 
central and eastern europe. these states have proven 
to be staunch American allies.8 Some of them are on 
NAtO’s front line against russian aggression. It is in 
America’s best interest to deepen its defense and secu-
rity relationship with these nations.9 therefore, as rus-
sia ramps up its aggressive behavior in the region,10 the 
U.S. needs to undertake strong diplomatic and military 
initiatives to defend the region and thus deter russian 
threats. In this regard, the U.S. should: (1) improve its 
security relationship with Finland and Sweden so that 
the U.S. will have permission to access the two coun-
tries’ airspace and territory should the U.S. need to 
defend the baltics, and (2) take its NAtO obligations 
to the baltic states seriously in order to substantiate 
U.S. commitment to the transatlantic alliance.11

Finally, the President must insist that NAtO 
focuses first and foremost on deterring russian 
aggression. the U.S. and NAtO members should: (1) 
base NAtO troops in central and eastern europe 
permanently; (2) shift NAtO training from coun-
terinsurgency operations toward force-on-force 
and collective security operations; (3) pursue regu-
lar joint training exercises in order to assure the 

interoperability and readiness of NAtO forces; 
(4) promote increased defense investment across 
europe; and (5) encourage increased investments in 
missile defense programs, which have been under-
funded and have lagged behind the ballistic missile 
threat for years.12 these initiatives would send a 
strong message to russia.

The U.S. as an Asia–Pacific Power. the cru-
cial foreign policy goal in the region is establishing 
an order whereby all peaceable nations of Asia that 
play by the rules are treated equally, with the right 
to chart their own course without being dictated to 
by any aspiring hegemon.

In light of china’s recent bullying of its neigh-
bors, the next American President should pursue 
increased intergovernmental dialogue with key 
players in the Asia–Pacific in an effort to preempt 
and counter beijing’s aggressive moves to recast the 
liberal order of the past 70 years in favor of its exten-
sive and extralegal territorial claims.13

U.S. efforts must start with the next American Pres-
ident strengthening security partnerships with tradi-
tional allies Japan and South Korea. Along with Amer-
ica’s forward-deployed military, they are the anchor 
of the U.S. as an Asia–Pacific power.14 In addition, the 
United States needs to reassert its traditional support 
for taiwan with fresh, militarily consequential arms 
sales, particularly submarines and new fighter craft.15 
Further, the U.S. must integrate these relationships 
with key states, such as India and treaty ally Australia.

7. Nile Gardiner, Luke Coffey, and Ted R. Bromund, “David Cameron’s Visit to Washington: An Important Opportunity to Renew Anglo–American 
Leadership,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4330, January 13, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/01/david-
camerons-visit-to-washington-an-important-opportunity-to-renew-angloamerican-leadership.

8. Luke Coffey, “The Baltic States: Why the United States Must Strengthen Security Cooperation,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2851, 
October 25, 2013,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/10/the-baltic-states-why-the-united-states-must-strengthen-security-cooperation.

9. Ibid.

10. Luke Coffey and Daniel Kochis, “Russia’s Provocations in the Nordic-Baltic States: The U.S. Needs a Strategy to Support the Region,” Heritage 
Foundation Issue Brief No. 4310, December 2, 2014, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/12/russias-provocations-in-the-nordic-
baltic-states-the-us-needs-a-strategy-to-support-the-region.

11. Ibid.

12. Michaela Dodge, “U.S. Missile Defense Policy After Russia’s Actions in Ukraine,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4177, March 21, 2014, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/03/us-missile-defense-policy-after-russias-actions-in-ukraine.

13. James Jay Carafano, “Wake Up, America: China Is a Real Threat,” The National Interest, February 7, 2015,  
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/wake-america-china-real-threat-12204 (accessed August 13, 2015).

14. Dean Cheng, “America Needs a Comprehensive Strategy for Countering China’s Expanding Perimeter of National Interests,” Heritage 
Foundation Issue Brief No. 4397, April 28, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/04/america-needs-a-comprehensive-
strategy-for-countering-chinas-expanding-perimeter-of-national-interests.

15. Dean Cheng, “Why Taiwan Needs Submarines,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4328, January 12, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/01/why-taiwan-needs-submarines.
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In Japan, the U.S. should support tokyo’s assump-
tion of a larger international security role. this 
would include Japan’s participation in collective 
self-defense, and increasing defense expenditures 
in order to better deal with china’s influence and 
North Korean threats. the U.S. could expedite this 
process by augmenting public diplomacy in order to 
assuage regional concerns and persuade neighbors 
to support Japan’s larger security role.16

the U.S. should support South Korea’s initiatives 
to exercise its sovereign right to defend country and 
citizens against the North Korean threat. the U.S. 
should deploy a comprehensive, interoperable, mul-
tilayered ballistic missile defense system, such as the 
terminal High Altitude Area Defense (tHAAD), in 
cooperation with the South Korean government. this 
would enhance defense against nuclear attacks and 
augment deterrence by reducing the potential for suc-
cess of a North Korean missile strike.17 Additionally, 
the U.S. and South Korea should focus on transform-
ing their existing relationship into a more comprehen-
sive strategic alliance that looks beyond the Korean 
Peninsula. In this regard, the U.S. should retain the 
combined military command structure with South 
Korea instead of fixating on dates and milestones in 
the operational control (OPcON) transition plan.18

the Philippines—pending the Philippine supreme 
court’s clearance of the U.S.–Philippine enhanced 
Defense cooperation Agreement (eDcA)—is poised 
to once again become an anchor of the U.S. presence in 
the Pacific. the next Administration must see through 
a full and robust implementation of the eDcA. It must 
also greatly increase the share of security assistance 
it provides to the Philippines. Less than 2 percent of 
U.S. foreign military financing goes to the Asia–Pacific, 
and although the Philippines are now the largest recip-
ient in the Pacific, the country has much greater car-
rying capacity than its current allocation. America’s 

other treaty alliance in Southeast Asia, with thailand, 
will require massive repair upon thailand’s eventual 
return to democracy. the historical dilemma it has 
faced in its political development has not been met 
with the sympathy deserving of a decades-long ally.

India is one of America’s best potential partners in 
the Asia–Pacific. there is an increasing convergence 
of interests between the two nations on security coop-
eration, civil nuclear collaboration, clean energy, and 
respect for religious diversity.19 therefore, the next U.S. 
Administration should seize Indian President Naren-
dra Modi’s willingness to commit to enhanced counter-
terrorism, defense, and security collaboration in order 
to deepen relations and safeguard mutual interests.

U.S. cooperation with Japan, India, and Austra-
lia should be coordinated through a relationship 
known as the “quad.” the four-way intergovern-
mental communication should focus on two issues—
ensuring the freedom of the commons (air, seas, 
space, and cyberspace), and establishing a common 
approach to resolving territorial disputes. Freedom 
of the commons and the peaceful resolution of ter-
ritorial claims are the grease that can best keep the 
friction caused by china’s expectations in check.

Finally, the quad discussions should not be the total-
ity of America’s engagement with the region, nor the 
only venue for the four powers to deal with regional 
issues. there are many forums for dialogue and cooper-
ation in Asia. the quad should complement, not subvert 
or replace, them. remaining active and constructive 
participants in all these venues is part of what makes 
the quad valuable, as quad-developed interests can be 
promoted across a range of regional initiatives.20

Stabilizing North Africa and the Middle East. 
the two chief goals of the U.S. in this region must be 
to reduce (or mitigate) Iran as a regional and global 
threat, and to eliminate terrorist control over large 
swaths of territory. either could represent the core 

16. Bruce Klingner, “Here’s What the New U.S.–Japan Defense Pact Looks Like,” Heritage Foundation Commentary, April 30, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2015/4/heres-what-the-new-us-japan-defense-pact-looks-like.

17. Bruce Klingner, “South Korea Needs THAAD Missile Defense,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3024, June 12, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/06/south-korea-needs-thaad-missile-defense.

18. Bruce Klingner, “The U.S. and South Korea Should Focus on Improving Alliance Capabilities Rather than the OPCON Transition,” Heritage 
Foundation Backgrounder No. 2935, August 7, 2014, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/08/the-us-and-south-korea-should-
focus-on-improving-alliance-capabilities-rather-than-the-opcon-transition.

19. Richard Verma, “U.S.–India Relations: From Possibilities to Progress,” Heritage Foundation Lecture No. 1259, March 3, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/03/usindia-relations-from-possibilities-to-progress-the-honorable-richard-verma.

20. James Jay Carafano, “How to Push Back against an Aggressive China: Enter the “Quad,’” The National Interest, February 5, 2015,  
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-push-back-against-aggressive-china-enter-the-quad-12192 (accessed August 13, 2015).
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21. The Heritage Foundation Counterterrorism Task Force, “A Counterterrorism Strategy for the ‘Next Wave,’” Heritage Foundation Special Report 
No. 98, August 24, 2011, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/08/a-counterterrorism-strategy-for-the-next-wave.

22. James Jay Carafano, “After Obama: Restoring America’s Middle East Leadership,” The National Interest, March 10, 2015,  
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/after-obama-restoring-americas-middle-east-leadership-12388 (accessed August 15, 2015).

23. Wood, ed., 2015 Index of U.S. Military Strength.

24. Steven Bucci, “Obama Needs to Step Up the Fight Against ISIS,” The Daily Signal, May 24, 2015,  
http://dailysignal.com/2015/05/24/obama-needs-to-step-up-the-fight-against-isis/.

25. James Phillips, “Obama, It’s Time to Stop Shifting the Blame and Develop an ISIS Strategy,” The Daily Signal, June 12, 2015,  
http://dailysignal.com/2015/06/12/obama-its-time-to-stop-shifting-the-blame-and-develop-an-isis-strategy/.

26. Ibid.

27. James Jay Carafano, “Missing in Action: Where Are the Arabs in the Fight Against ISIS?” The National Interest, July 13, 2015,  
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/missing-action-where-are-the-arabs-the-fight-against-isis-13317 (accessed August 14, 2015).

28. Lisa Curtis, “U.S. Engagement Required: Afghanistan Must Avoid an Iraq-Style Breakdown,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3038, July 
23, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/07/us-engagement-required-afghanistan-must-avoid-an-iraq-style-breakdown.

29. Wood, ed., 2015 Index of U.S. Military Strength.

30. James Phillips, Luke Coffey, and Michaela Dodge, “The Iran Nuclear Agreement: Yes, There Is a Better Alternative,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief 
No. 4444, July 24, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/07/the-iran-nuclear-agreement-yes-there-is-a-better-alternative.

of a global Islamist insurgency movement which, if 
left unchecked, could threaten global stability.21

For starters, the region desperately needs a core of 
free and stable states to serve as a foundation for restor-
ing peace and stability and creating the prospects for 
greater economic freedom and more constructive civil 
societies. the U.S. should assist in building a firebreak 
against spreading lawlessness and violence by estab-
lishing strong bilateral relations with critical states, 
including tunisia, Morocco, egypt, Israel, Jordan, and 
Iraq, and helping them help themselves become mod-
els for regional security, governance, and growth.22

Further, the U.S. must aggressively ensure that ter-
rorist groups do not have territorial control of key stra-
tegic regions. At present, the most significant threat to 
regional stability is the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq.23 
However, the Obama Administration’s tepid approach 
to counterterrorism operations in the Middle east is 
leading Iraq to choose between Sunni-Islamist ISIS 
and Shia-Islamist Iran. either outcome would be disas-
trous for America, Iraq, and the Middle east as whole.24

the next U.S. President must be prepared to 
inherit the burden of implementing a plan for break-
ing ISIS territorial control in Iraq and maintaining a 
stable nation after that goal is achieved.25 there may 
be an acceptable medium course of action between 
Obama’s vacillating, half-hearted initiatives and 
redeploying large numbers of ground troops. this 
might include (1) applying extensive and intensive 
air power, (2) embedding U.S. military advisers in 
Iraq’s front-line military units, and (3) deploying 
U.S. Special Operations forces in greater strength 

and embedding them with Kurdish Peshmerga and 
Sunni Arab tribal militias.26

On the other hand, the next President may quickly 
find that these half measures are not enough.27 con-
ventional ground forces may be required to break an 
enemy’s territorial control and drive them out. Fur-
ther, there has to be a serious conversation about what 
kind of country Iraq should be after ISIS is defeated. 
After being torn apart by the ISIS invasion and Ira-
nian meddling, Iraq will need dependable strate-
gic partners to make itself whole again. Lacking the 
confident, robust, intentional involvement of the U.S., 
one can expect recent sorry history to repeat itself. 
Meanwhile, the U.S. should continue to lead coali-
tion efforts to help stabilize Afghanistan and leave a 
residual U.S. force in the country as long as necessary, 
dropping all arbitrary deadlines for a withdrawal.28

Finally, the next President must take the first 
steps to constrain Iran as a regional threat. According 
to the Heritage Foundation’s 2015 Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength, Iran also represents a significant secu-
rity challenge for the region. Its open hostility to the 
U.S. and Israel, sponsorship of Hezbollah and other 
Islamist terrorist groups, and historic and avowed 
threats to the global commons foretell the additional 
problems it could pose if it acquires more resources 
and capabilities.29 the current Iran deal exacerbates 
these conditions. the deal enriches Iran’s coffers, 
expands its power and influence, strains U.S. rela-
tions with Israel and Saudi Arabia, weakens long-
standing nonproliferation goals, and creates the cir-
cumstances for a multipolar nuclear Middle east.30
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Instead of delaying Iran’s nuclear build-up, the U.S. 
should focus on preventing Iran from ever becoming 
a nuclear weapons state. the U.S. should maintain 
its own as well as United Nations sanctions; keep 
the military option on the table as a credible deter-
rent; and pursue closer security cooperation with 
Israel, turkey, and allied Arab states to force teh-
ran to accept much tighter restrictions on its nuclear 
plans.31 these initiatives would make a conventional 
or nuclear arms race in the region far less likely.

2. Rebuilding Defense
Diplomacy and economic power, even if skillfully 

deployed, are often most effective when supported by 
military force. they are not a substitute for military 
power, and in some instances are wholly ineffective 
or irrelevant without military power. credible mili-
tary power has a synergistic effect that makes the 
other elements of national power more influential 
and effective.32

today, there is russian adventurism in eastern 
europe, chinese expansion in the South china Sea, 
and radical Islamist terrorist organizations inciting 
violence across swaths of Asia, the Middle east, and 
North Africa. However, the U.S. is unprepared and 
ill-equipped to handle this reality. the military is 
being reduced to a size at which it will be able to fight 
one war at best. America’s technological edge is being 
challenged by prospective adversaries abroad and by a 
broken acquisition system at home. the U.S. defense 
industrial base, while still capable of producing world-
class weapons systems, lacks the robustness to sup-
port a rapid and sustained defense build-up.33

If this nation is to protect its vital interests, deter 
conflicts with would-be regional hegemons, reas-
sure allies, and respond to crises of all sorts, it needs 

a robust military of sufficient size, sophistication, 
resources, and readiness to deal not only with the 
known threats, but also with inevitable surprises.34 In 
order to meet these demands, the next President will 
have to increase military readiness across the board. 35

First, the next President should reprioritize 
defense spending while maintaining the aggregate 
spending levels for discretionary programs under 
the budget control Act levels.36 Increased defense 
funding should be channeled in such a way as to: (1) 
restore cuts to capacity, particularly U.S. ground 
forces; (2) accelerate readiness for all the services; 
(3) shift initiatives from the Overseas contingency 
Operations account to the baseline defense budget; 
(4) increase funding for updating nuclear weapons 
and missile defense systems; and (5) provide sta-
bility for modernization programs.37 Ultimately, 
fixing readiness and maintaining modernization 
programs critical to the preservation of America’s 
technological advantage is of tremendous impor-
tance and is necessary to sustain America’s ability 
to fight and win wars.

Second, the next President should pursue reforms 
to make the Pentagon and the Department of Defense 
more efficient managers of U.S. defense. Within this 
context, the next President should: (1) cut excessive 
Defense Department bureaucracy, (2) mandate wide-
spread employment of performance-based logis-
tics, (3) establish the right global military footprint, 
and (4) craft a 21st-century acquisition system.38 
these initiatives would make the Pentagon and the 
Defense Department sustainable, cost-effective, 
and streamlined.

together, these initiatives will enable the U.S. to 
rebuild its defense capabilities and reassert Ameri-
can power in a fiscally responsible manner.

31. Ibid.

32. The Heritage Foundation, “A Strong National Defense: The Armed Forces America Needs and What They Will Cost,” Heritage Foundation 
Special Report No. 90, April 5, 2011, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/04/a-strong-national-defense-the-armed-forces-
america-needs-and-what-they-will-cost.

33. Wood, ed., 2015 Index of U.S. Military Strength.

34. Ibid.

35. Diem Salmon, “A Proposal for the FY 2016 Defense Budget,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2989, January 30, 2015, p. 4,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/01/a-proposal-for-the-fy-2016-defense-budget.

36. Ibid., p. 7.

37. Ibid., p. 8.

38. James Jay Carafano, “Defense Reform by the Numbers: Four Crucial Priorities for the Next Administration,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder 
No. 3001, March 23, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/03/defense-reform-by-the-numbers-four-crucial-priorities-for-the-next-administration.



7

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 3050
OctOber 20, 2015  

3. Making America the Engine  
of Global Economic Freedom

It is vital that the next President take a broad view 
of the tools available to advance America’s interests. 
the powerful role that freedom and free markets 
play in advancing economic freedom and opportu-
nity at home and abroad must not be forgotten, with 
particular care given to America’s allies.

though the interplay between democracy and free 
markets is hard to characterize, it is undeniable that 
greater economic freedom “can provide more fertile 
ground for effective and democratic governance.”39 In 
fact, evidence shows that economically free countries are 

“more politically free and have higher levels of civil liber-
ties than those countries with less economic freedom.”40

these freedoms—which the military exists to 
protect—are also some of America’s greatest tools 
to build the alliances and nurture the objectives the 
U.S. military needs to protect that freedom. Amer-
ica should strengthen enduring alliances and build 
on nascent ones by increasing economic oppor-
tunities and collaboration—by removing barriers 
to free trade and promoting an economic freedom 
agenda abroad. In some cases this may mean tak-
ing the first step, perhaps unilaterally, to eliminate 
economic barriers.

the next President should undertake the following 
steps to foster a stronger and more self-confident Amer-
ican economy and promote an economic agenda abroad:

 n Create a bold, consistent narrative about the 
benefits of free trade and market liberaliza-
tion. this narrative should highlight positive con-
sequences of economic freedom, including its posi-
tive impact on individual states, the value of imports 
to the national economy, the realities of the global 
value chains and their value to the U.S., and the salu-
tary effects of economic growth on the environment.

 n Adopt an aggressive, free-market energy 
export agenda. this single initiative would 
boost the economy and reinforce U.S. foreign 
policy goals. From natural gas to oil, coal, nuclear 
energy, and associated energy technologies, the 
United States has the capacity to fundamentally 
liberalize global energy markets and in doing so 
dilute abuse of energy markets for political ends 
by countries like russia.41

 n Repeal the Jones Act, a protectionist mea-
sure that has decreased U.S. competitiveness 
in shipbuilding, trade, and maritime services 
for 85 years. repealing this act would greatly 
enhance the U.S. position as a global energy-mar-
ket leader. It would also boost U.S. competitive-
ness across the maritime domain, particularly in 
regards to transporting energy resources.42

 n Endorse economic freedom in the Arctic. the 
next President should promote responsible econom-
ic development in an environmentally sensitive, and 
increasingly important, theater of economic activity.

 n Rethink the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Invest-
ment Partnership (TTIP). the european Union 
has indicated that it is more interested in “harmo-
nizing” regulatory practices than in promoting free 
trade and liberalizing markets. therefore, the U.S. 
should proceed through negotiations cautiously.

by promoting economic freedom at home and 
abroad, the next President would set the proper tone 
and character of a new foreign policy and deliver stra-
tegically meaningful results. these initiatives would 
unshackle the U.S. economy at home and promote 
economic freedom around the world—both of which 
would allow the U.S. to pursue its vital interests.43

39. Terry Miller and Anthony B. Kim, eds., 2015 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation and Dow Jones & Company, 
Inc., 2015), p. 25, http://www.heritage.org/index/.

40. Terry Miller, Kim R. Holmes, and Anthony B. Kim, eds. 2014 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation and Dow 
Jones & Company, Inc., 2014), p. 16, http://www.heritage.org/index/download.

41. Nicolas D. Loris, “Energy Exports Promote Prosperity and Bolster National Security,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2931, July 23, 2014, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/07/energy-exports-promote-prosperity-and-bolster-national-security.

42. Brian Slattery, Bryan Riley, and Nicolas D. Loris, “Sink the Jones Act: Restoring America’s Competitive Advantage in Maritime-Related 
Industries,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2886, May 22, 2014, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/05/sink-the-jones-
act-restoring-americas-competitive-advantage-in-maritime-related-industries.

43. James Jay Carafano, “After Obama: A 7-Step Economic Recovery Plan for America,” Heritage Foundation Commentary, May 6, 2015,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2015/5/after-obama-a-7-step-economic-recovery-plan-for-america.
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Conclusion
the gap strategy identifies singular and critical 

priorities for the next Administration—strengthen-
ing enduring alliances, rebuilding defense, and reposi-
tioning the economy in order to protect and guarantee 
vital interests both at home and abroad. the strategy 
sets a demanding but doable to-do list. More impor-
tant, it establishes a foundation from which the future 
President can act with greater freedom and more con-
fidence in meeting the challenge of keeping the nation 
free, safe, and prosperous in the 21st century.
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