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Congress showed progress in 2015 by helping the 
Coast Guard reach its modernization require-

ments, such as the allocation for a ninth National 
Security Cutter (NSC) and an increase in the over-
all acquisition, construction, and improvements 
(aC&I) account over what the Obama administra-
tion requested. yet the Coast Guard has a long way 
to go in recapitalizing its forces. Here are five areas 
on which Congress should focus in 2016:

1. Offshore Patrol Cutter (OPC). Coast Guard 
Commandant admiral Paul Zukunft has stated that 
the OPC is his “number one acquisition priority.”1 
yet the program has consistently received insuffi-
cient funding. In particular, the fiscal year (Fy) 2016 
budget request ignored the previous year’s funding 
recommendation of $90 million, asking only for 
$18.5 million without a clear explanation for the 
reduction. Congress added this funding back in its 
Fy 2016 appropriation for the Coast Guard, which 
will hopefully facilitate a faster path to procurement.

In 2016, the Coast Guard should:

 ■ Request resources commensurate with the 
OPC program’s objective of procuring the 
first hull by FY 2018. If it fails to do so, Con-
gress should question the reduction and more 
appropriately fund this program.

2. Polar Icebreakers. To manage u.S. interests 
in the arctic and antarctic regions, the Coast Guard 
requires three heavy and three medium polar ice-
breakers.2 It currently sails one of each. The heavy 
polar icebreaker uSCGC Polar Star, built in the 
1970s, required an expensive overhaul to extend its 
service life into the early 2020s.3 So far only “pre-
acquisition” funding totaling $21.6 million since Fy 
2013 has been dedicated to a new heavy icebreaker.4 
The Coast Guard had planned to spend $778 million 
over the same time period. It is estimated to cost 
around $1 billion for one such vessel.5

In September 2015, the President announced he 
was “accelerating” the procurement of a heavy ice-
breaker from Fy 2022 to Fy 2020.6 However, this 
actually delayed the procurement year from Fy 
2013 plans, which had stated Fy 2018 as the year an 
icebreaker would be bought. The administration 
had never publicly acknowledged this delay until it 
announced the “acceleration.”7

The Coast Guard also recently issued a Special 
Notice to industry on the Federal business Opportu-
nities Web site explaining operational requirements 
for a heavy icebreaker and that it will hold an indus-
try day on the program.8 This represents a promising 
step for the program. However, the current lack of 
icebreakers combined with the cost and time to build 
one new vessel will create challenges for the program.

To meet the icebreaking needs, Congress should:

 ■ Explore who can provide this capability in 
the most cost-effective and expedient man-
ner possible, including purchasing foreign-
built icebreakers, which potentially cost sig-
nificantly less than those built in the U.S.
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3. Unmanned Aerial Systems (UAS). The 
Coast Guard has long acknowledged the role uaS 
will play in amplifying its ability to provide aerial 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISr), 
and has staked some of the capabilities of new plat-
forms such as the NSC and the OPC on uaS.9 For 
example, the Coast Guard’s decision to replace 12 
legacy cutters with only eight NSCs was partly based 
on the inclusion of onboard uaS, which reportedly 
give the NSC an aerial ISr area of 58,000 square 
nautical miles instead of only 18,300 without them.10 
aerial ISr is a critical component of missions rang-
ing from search and rescue to drug interdictions 
where monitoring large areas for long periods of 
time is necessary.

However, due to consistently insufficient aC&I 
funding, uaS programs have taken a back seat to 
higher priorities such as the new cutters. The level 
of ISr capability above was to be provided by ver-
tical takeoff and landing virtual unmanned aerial 
vehicles (VuaV), which were originally part of the 
NSC and OPC systems but were canceled due to 
budget and program issues.11 The Scaneagle uaS 
has been used by the military for years and has 

already participated in a successful drug interdic-
tion onboard the NSC Bertholf in 2014.12 This system 
is reportedly less capable than the VauV but could 
be implemented more rapidly.

In the immediate term, Congress should:

 ■ Pursue incorporation of the ScanEagle UAS 
on the NSC. These systems are available now, 
already benefit from economies of scale, and have 
proven their use onboard the NSC.

Longer term, Congress should:

 ■ Continue to support the Coast Guard’s 
exploration of VUAV, which is the optimal 
long-term system for providing aerial ISR 
capability.

4. Multiyear Procurement. Congress can 
authorize funding for multiyear procurement (MyP), 
which enables program managers and contractors to 
plan further into the future and exploit economies 
of scale for major programs. Congress has autho-
rized MyP for Navy shipbuilding programs, but not 
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for the Coast Guard.13 as the Coast Guard intends to 
buy six FrCs and two OPCs annually for many years, 
MyP could lower costs on these programs and better 
use taxpayer dollars.

Congress should:

 ■ Investigate what savings could be yielded 
as a result of MYP and whether it will field 
capabilities more rapidly.

5. Overall AC&I Funding. The Obama admin-
istration has consistently underfunded the Coast 
Guard. While Coast Guard officials have argued that 
an aC&I budget of $1.5 billion is necessary to contin-
ue to modernize its assets, the administration has 
requested around $1 billion per year the past three 
years.14

The administration should:

 ■ Request a level of AC&I funding commensu-
rate with what the Coast Guard has argued is 
a minimum. If it fails to do so, Congress should 
investigate this underfunding and more robustly 
invest in Coast Guard capabilities. Congress did 
so in Fy 2016, increasing aC&I funding to around 
$1.6 billion. If the Coast Guard’s myriad modern-
ization needs are to be met, this must continue.

Conclusion
The Coast Guard’s motto is Semper Paratus—

“always ready.” Congress can help uphold this 
motto by giving the Coast Guard the resources it 
needs to continue to protect u.S. waters.
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