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Section 1  
Executive Summary 
 
1.1 Strategic Context and Problem Statement 
The battle force ship count of the United States Navy remains one of the most visible and frequently 
cited indicators of American maritime power. It is routinely used in national strategy documents, 
Congressional discussions, and public discourse as shorthand for naval strength. Yet, as a 
standalone metric, it is increasingly misunderstood and often misapplied as a direct proxy for 
combat capability. 
As of the mid-2020s, the U.S. Navy fields just under 300 battle force ships. While this number 
suggests global dominance, the fleet is under mounting structural pressure. Aging hulls, deferred 
maintenance, industrial base constraints, workforce shortages, and rising system complexity have 
steadily reduced the effective availability and endurance of individual ships. These pressures have 
accumulated gradually, making their impact easy to underestimate until operational margins are 
visibly eroded. 
At the same time, the scope of expected naval operations has not narrowed. The Navy is expected 
to remain persistently forward, deter peer conflict, respond rapidly to crises, protect global trade, 
and remain prepared for high-intensity combat. These demands occur concurrently, not 
sequentially. The widening gap between mission expectations and fleet structure is the central 
concern of this study. 
 
1.2 Study Objectives and Framing Questions 
This study addresses five interrelated questions that together define the Navy’s force structure 
outlook through 2035. 
First, where does the U.S. Navy’s battle force stand today, and how is it structured across warfare 
areas? 
Second, which ships are expected to retire by 2035, and what capability do those retirements 
remove from the fleet? 
Third, which ships are planned or expected to enter service by 2035, and how reliably can those 
plans be executed? 
Fourth, what does the Navy aspire to field over the longer term in terms of total fleet size and 
composition? 
Fifth, do current force architecture choices align with the missions ships are consistently asked to 
perform in both peacetime and conflict? 
Together, these questions examine not just how many ships the Navy has or plans to have, but what 
those ships realistically allow the United States to do on a global scale. 
 
1.3 Key Findings: Nominal Recovery, Persistent Structural Risk 
The study finds that under current planning assumptions, the Navy may nominally return to a battle 
force above 300 ships in the early 2030s. This recovery, however, masks several enduring structural 
risks. 
Escort capacity remains constrained as legacy platforms retire and remaining surface combatants 
absorb additional responsibilities. Defensive endurance is increasingly limited by finite magazines 
and maintenance-driven availability gaps. Independent combat survivability varies widely across 
the fleet, particularly as ships are asked to operate forward, often without assured reinforcement. 
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These challenges do not stem from declining professionalism, insufficient technology, or flawed 
doctrine. Rather, they arise from the cumulative effect of expanding expectations placed on ships 
operating within fixed physical, logistical, and human limits. 
 
1.4 The Missions Have Not Changed 
A critical observation underpinning this study is that the Navy’s core missions have remained 
remarkably consistent for decades, even as the platforms tasked with executing them have grown 
more complex. 
At their foundation, U.S. naval missions continue to include: 

• Forward presence and reassurance of allies 
• Deterrence through visible and credible combat power 
• Protection of sea lines of communication 
• Crisis response and power projection 
• Sea control in contested environments 

These missions are neither novel nor controversial. They have defined U.S. naval operations since 
the early Cold War and, in many cases, long before. 
What has changed is not the mission set itself, but the conditions under which those missions must 
be performed. 
 
1.5 Expanding Expectations Within Unchanged Mission Sets 
While the missions remain constant, the expectations placed on individual ships have expanded 
dramatically. 
A single ship is now routinely expected to: 

• Maintain persistent forward presence 
• Operate independently or in small groups 
• Defend itself and nearby assets against advanced threats 
• Contribute meaningfully to theater-level deterrence 
• Remain on station for extended durations despite constrained maintenance windows 

These expectations reflect operational necessity rather than doctrinal excess. Global demand for 
naval presence continues to grow, while fleet size remains finite. As a result, each ship is expected 
to do more, more often, and farther from support. 
However, ships remain bounded by immutable constraints: finite magazines, finite crew endurance, 
finite power generation, and finite repairability at sea. The tension between unchanged missions 
and expanding expectations is a defining characteristic of the modern fleet. 
 
1.6 Implications for Battle Force Ship Count 
Battle force ship count determines how much simultaneity the Navy can support. It governs: 

• How many regions can be covered at once 
• How many crises can be addressed without stripping forces from other theaters 
• How long operations can be sustained before fatigue, maintenance, or depletion force 

disengagement 
When ship count is insufficient, the Navy compensates by extending deployments, compressing 
maintenance, and increasing reliance on fewer hulls. These measures preserve near-term presence 
at the cost of long-term readiness and survivability. 
A fleet near 300 ships can support global operations, but only if those ships are appropriately 
matched to the missions they repeatedly perform. When ship roles are overstretched, the effective 
battle force is smaller than the counted total. 
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1.7 Ship Count Versus Operational Reality 
This study emphasizes that ship count is an enabling metric, not an outcome metric. It enables 
presence, deterrence, and combat operations, but does not guarantee them. 
Two fleets with identical ship counts can have radically different operational reach depending on: 

• Maintenance throughput 
• Endurance and survivability of individual hulls 
• Ability to absorb losses without cascading failure 
• Alignment between ship design and mission demand 

Counting ships without examining these factors risks mistaking numerical adequacy for strategic 
sufficiency. 
 
1.8 Core Conclusion 
The central conclusion of this executive summary is that the U.S. Navy’s battle force ship count 
must be understood in terms of what it allows the Navy to do worldwide, not simply how it 
compares numerically to past fleets or potential adversaries. 
The missions of the Navy have not fundamentally changed. What has changed is the burden placed 
on each ship to fulfill those missions under increasingly demanding conditions. Addressing this 
imbalance will require not only maintaining sufficient ship count, but ensuring that counted ships 
are structured, employed, and sustained in a way that preserves real operational capability. 
The remainder of this study examines how retirements, construction plans, and force architecture 
decisions through 2035 will shape whether the Navy can continue to meet its enduring missions 
without unacceptable risk. 
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Section 2  
Introduction: U.S. Naval Battle Force Ship Count and Global Mission Enablement 
 
2.1 Purpose of the Battle Force Ship Count 
The U.S. Naval Battle Force Ship Count is not merely an inventory statistic. It is the foundational 
metric that underwrites the United States’ ability to operate as a global maritime power. Every 
overseas commitment, every deterrence posture, and every wartime contingency plan ultimately 
resolves to a simple question: 
Are there enough ships, in the right places, for the required duration, with sufficient resilience to 
remain effective? 
The battle force ship count provides the structural answer to that question. It defines the upper 
bound of what the Navy can do simultaneously across the globe, independent of tactical 
excellence or individual platform capability. 
At its core, ship count determines option space: how many regions can be covered, how many 
crises can be answered at once, and how long those responses can be sustained without 
unacceptable risk. 
 
2.2 What “Battle Force” Enables at the Strategic Level 
A fleet of nearly 300 battle force ships allows the United States Navy to pursue a uniquely broad 
mission set that no other navy can replicate. These missions are not theoretical; they are 
persistent, concurrent, and geographically distributed. 
At a strategic level, battle force ship count enables: 

• Continuous forward presence in multiple theaters 
• Credible deterrence through visible and persistent combat power 
• Rapid crisis response without global force reshuffling 
• Sustained maritime security operations 
• Major combat operations without immediate national mobilization 

Critically, these missions are not sequential. They are expected to occur simultaneously. 
 
2.3 Global Presence as a Function of Hull Count 
Unlike air or land forces, naval forces operate continuously, independently, and without host-nation 
basing requirements. This makes ships uniquely powerful, but also uniquely constrained by 
arithmetic. 
A single deployed ship requires: 

• One ship forward 
• One ship returning or in transit 
• One ship preparing to deploy 
• One ship in maintenance or refit 

In practical terms, one forward-deployed warship typically consumes three to four total hulls from 
the battle force inventory. 
As a result, a 296-ship fleet does not equate to 296 globally available assets. Instead, it enables: 

• Roughly 90–100 ships forward or near-forward at any given time 
• Sustained coverage across: 

o Western Pacific 
o Indian Ocean 
o Persian Gulf 
o Mediterranean 
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o North Atlantic 
o Caribbean and Eastern Pacific 

Ship count is therefore the invisible scaffolding that supports global naval presence. 
 
2.4 Mission Domains Enabled by Ship Count 
Deterrence and Signaling 
Persistent naval presence deters conflict not through combat, but through certainty. Ships on 
station demonstrate resolve, reduce ambiguity, and constrain adversary decision-making. 
Deterrence fails when presence becomes episodic. 
Without sufficient ship count: 

• Presence becomes rotational and predictable 
• Adversaries exploit coverage gaps 
• Crisis escalation timelines compress dangerously 

Crisis Response and Power Projection 
Naval forces are often the first responders to global crises, including: 

• Regional conflicts 
• Evacuations of civilians 
• Freedom of navigation challenges 
• Blockades or coercive maritime actions 

Ship count determines whether these responses are local and immediate or delayed and 
escalatory. 
Sea Control and Maritime Security 
Global commerce depends on secure sea lanes. The Navy’s ability to escort shipping, interdict 
adversaries, and maintain open chokepoints depends on quantity as much as quality. 
Even the most capable destroyer cannot escort two convoys in two oceans simultaneously. 
 
2.5 High-End Combat: Why Numbers Still Matter 
In major combat operations, ship count becomes decisive in ways that are often underappreciated. 
Modern naval warfare is characterized by: 

• Long-range precision weapons 
• Magazine depletion 
• Sustained sensor and command operations 
• High attrition risk under saturation attack 

Ship count determines: 
• How many losses can be absorbed without mission failure 
• How long combat operations can continue before exhaustion 
• Whether defensive coverage can be layered or must be rationed 

A smaller fleet concentrates risk. A larger fleet distributes it. 
 
2.6 The Illusion of Substitutability 
A critical misconception in modern force planning is the belief that capability density can replace 
hull count. 
While advanced sensors, weapons, and networks increase the effectiveness of individual ships, 
they do not solve: 

• Geographic separation 
• Time-on-station requirements 
• Maintenance-driven unavailability 
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• Crew endurance limits 
• Magazine depletion 

No single ship, regardless of sophistication, can: 
• Be in multiple theaters at once 
• Escort multiple high-value units simultaneously 
• Sustain continuous operations indefinitely 

Ship count is therefore not redundant; it is non-substitutable. 
 
2.7 Why Battle Force Ship Count Remains Central 
The battle force ship count is the structural expression of national maritime ambition. It defines: 

• How many allies can be reassured at once 
• How many adversaries can be deterred simultaneously 
• How much risk can be absorbed without strategic failure 

Every discussion of fleet architecture, ship class design, and force employment must begin with 
this reality. Technology shapes how ships fight. Ship count determines where, when, and how many 
times they can fight. 
This study builds from that foundation. Subsequent sections will examine how retirements, 
construction plans, and force architecture decisions are reshaping what the battle force ship count 
actually enables between now and 2035—and where current trajectories may fall short of strategic 
need. 
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Section 3  
Defining the Battle Force Ship Count and the Current Fleet 
 
3.1 What the Battle Force Ship Count Represents 
The battle force ship count is the U.S. Navy’s primary accounting metric for its active, combat-
relevant fleet. As defined by the United States Navy, battle force ships are commissioned vessels 
that contribute directly to combat operations or combat support. This definition establishes the 
baseline from which fleet size, force structure trends, and long-term shipbuilding plans are 
evaluated. 
Battle force ships include: 

• Aircraft carriers 
• Submarines, including ballistic missile (SSBN), guided missile (SSGN), and attack (SSN) 

classes 
• Surface combatants 
• Amphibious warfare ships 
• Combat logistics ships 
• Selected fleet support vessels operated by Military Sealift Command 

Together, these ships constitute the Navy’s operational inventory for deterrence, presence, and 
warfighting. 
It is important to note what the metric does not capture. The battle force ship count does not 
measure deployable availability, readiness levels, time on station, or operational effectiveness. A 
ship undergoing depot-level maintenance is counted the same as a ship actively deployed forward. 
As a result, the metric reflects inventory, not usable capacity. 
 
3.2 Why the Metric Persists Despite Its Limitations 
Despite its known shortcomings, the battle force ship count remains the dominant measure of fleet 
size for several practical reasons. 
First, it is simple to communicate. A single number provides an easily understood reference point 
for policymakers, analysts, and the public. 
Second, it is politically legible. Ship count aligns cleanly with authorization, appropriation, and 
oversight processes, allowing Congress to track growth or decline across budget cycles. 
Third, it is historically comparable. The metric enables broad comparison across decades of naval 
planning, even as ship types and capabilities evolve. 
Fourth, it is budgetarily trackable. Each counted ship corresponds to procurement, operations, and 
sustainment costs that can be audited and forecast. 
However, as fleet complexity increases and maintenance timelines extend, the gap between 
“counted ships” and “operationally usable ships” continues to widen. The persistence of the metric 
should therefore be understood as an administrative necessity rather than a comprehensive 
indicator of combat power. 
 
3.3 Current Battle Force Size (2024–2025) 
As of late 2024 through early 2025, the U.S. Navy’s battle force consists of approximately 296 ships, 
depending on the specific accounting date and inclusion criteria. 
This figure represents a relative low point compared to both historical peaks and long-term Navy 
objectives. It reflects a period in which ship retirements have temporarily outpaced new 
construction, producing a short-term contraction in total fleet size. 
Several underlying factors shape this condition: 
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• A retirement surge driven by aging Cold War–era platforms 
• Maintenance backlogs that reduce effective availability 
• Legacy ships consuming disproportionate sustainment resources 

Importantly, the fleet is not shrinking evenly across all warfare areas. Instead, it is being reshaped 
unevenly, with some categories declining faster than others and replacement capacity arriving on 
different timelines. 
 
3.4 Current Fleet Composition by Major Category 
The present battle force can be broadly characterized by the following approximate distribution: 

• Aircraft Carriers (CVN): 11 
• Ballistic Missile Submarines (SSBN): 14 
• Guided Missile Submarines (SSGN): 4 
• Attack Submarines (SSN): approximately 47 
• Large Surface Combatants (CG, DDG): approximately 80 or more 
• Small Surface Combatants (LCS, MCM, PC): approximately 30 or more 
• Amphibious Warfare Ships: approximately 30 or more 
• Combat Logistics and Support Ships: approximately 60 or more 

This composition reveals several structural features of the current fleet. The surface force is heavily 
weighted toward large, multi-capability destroyers, while smaller combatants and dedicated escort 
platforms remain limited in number. Amphibious and logistics forces remain essential but 
increasingly stressed by high operational demand and aging hulls. 
The result is a fleet that remains globally active but relies on a relatively narrow set of ship types to 
fulfill a broad and expanding mission set. 
 
3.5 Implications for Interpreting the Current Ship Count 
The current battle force ship count conveys important information, but only when interpreted in 
context. A fleet of nearly 300 ships suggests global reach and sustained presence, yet the 
distribution of those ships—and their availability—determines what missions can be executed 
simultaneously and for how long. 
As the Navy enters the late 2020s, understanding not just how many ships are counted, but what 
kinds of ships make up that count, becomes increasingly critical. Subsequent sections examine 
how expected retirements and new construction through 2035 will alter this balance and what that 
shift implies for future mission capability. 
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Section 4  
Structural Stress in the Current Fleet 
 
4.1 Overview 
Although the U.S. Navy’s battle force ship count remains near 300 ships, the fleet operates under a 
set of systemic pressures that significantly reduce its effective combat power. These pressures are 
structural in nature and cannot be resolved through incremental modernization or marginal 
increases in ship count alone. 
Three interrelated factors define the current condition of the fleet: 

• Aging hulls operating beyond their original design intent 
• Maintenance saturation across the shipyard enterprise 
• Persistent mission overload imposed on surface combatants 

Together, these factors produce a fleet that appears numerically stable but is operationally brittle 
under sustained demand or high-end combat conditions. 
 
4.2 Aging Hulls and Diminishing Margins 
A significant portion of the surface and amphibious fleet consists of ships that have exceeded, or 
are approaching, their originally intended service lives. While life-extension programs have 
preserved near-term capacity, they often do so at the cost of rising maintenance burden and 
reduced operational margins. 
As ships age: 

• Maintenance requirements grow nonlinearly 
• System reliability declines 
• Weight, power, and cooling margins shrink 
• Modernization becomes increasingly constrained 

These effects reduce flexibility and increase downtime, even when ships remain technically “in 
service.” 
 
4.3 Maintenance Saturation and Availability Constraints 
Public and private shipyards currently operate with minimal surge capacity. Maintenance 
availabilities routinely extend beyond planned durations, delaying deployments and compressing 
training cycles. 
This saturation has several consequences: 

• Fewer deployable ships at any given time 
• Reduced predictability in force generation 
• Increased reliance on a smaller subset of hulls 

As a result, operational demand is met by intensively using the most available ships, accelerating 
wear and compounding long-term readiness challenges. 
 
4.4 Mission Overload on Surface Combatants 
Surface combatants are increasingly expected to perform multiple high-demand roles 
simultaneously, including: 

• Escorting high-value units 
• Conducting independent strike or presence operations 
• Providing regional deterrence under contested conditions 
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While these missions are individually valid, they impose conflicting requirements on ship design 
and employment. A ship optimized for escort endurance is not inherently optimized for 
independent strike persistence, and vice versa. 
The result is mission overload, in which ships are consistently asked to operate outside their 
optimal design envelope. 
 
4.5 Operational Consequences 
The combined effect of aging hulls, maintenance saturation, and mission overload is a fleet that: 

• Has limited endurance under sustained combat 
• Exhibits declining availability despite stable ship count 
• Concentrates risk on fewer hulls 
• Possesses reduced margin for attrition or unexpected loss 

In this context, raw battle force ship count overstates real-world capability. 
 
4.6 Transition to Retirement and Replacement Analysis 
Understanding the structural stress acting on the current fleet provides essential context for 
evaluating upcoming retirements and new construction. The following sections examine which 
ships will leave the force through 2035, which will replace them, and whether those changes 
meaningfully relieve the pressures identified above. 
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Section 5 
Expected Ship Retirements Through 2035 
 
5.1 Overview of the Retirement Cycle 
Between the mid-2020s and 2035, the United States Navy will retire a substantial portion of its Cold 
War and immediate post–Cold War fleet. These retirements are not discretionary adjustments to 
force structure; they are driven by fundamental constraints related to hull age, escalating 
modernization costs, and diminishing operational return on continued investment. 
Many ships entering retirement during this period were designed for a strategic and technological 
environment that no longer exists. Extending their service lives further would require 
disproportionate investment for limited additional capability, often at the expense of readiness 
across the rest of the fleet. 
The most consequential retirements through 2035 fall into four major categories: 

• Guided missile cruisers 
• Guided missile submarines 
• Legacy aircraft carriers 
• Older amphibious warfare ships 

Collectively, these retirements remove significant command-and-control capacity, strike volume, 
lift capability, and defensive depth from the battle force. 
 
5.2 Large Surface Combatant Retirements 
Guided Missile Cruisers (CG) 
The retirement of the Ticonderoga-class guided missile cruisers represents one of the most 
impactful force structure changes of the period. Despite limited service life extensions applied to a 
small number of hulls, all remaining cruisers are scheduled to decommission by approximately 
2030. 
These ships have served as the Navy’s primary air and missile defense command platforms for 
decades. Their departure removes a class of vessel uniquely suited for managing complex air 
defense engagements at scale. 
Operational impacts include: 

• Loss of dedicated air defense and strike command ships 
• Increased reliance on destroyers for area air and missile defense 
• A net reduction in total vertical launch system (VLS) capacity 

While destroyers will assume cruiser missions, they do so without the same combination of 
command space, redundancy, and capacity. This transition concentrates additional responsibility 
on a fleet already stretched across escort, presence, and independent operations. 
 
5.3 Submarine and Carrier Retirements 
Guided Missile Submarines (SSGN) 
The four Ohio-class guided missile submarines are expected to retire between 2026 and 2028. 
These platforms provide unmatched strike payload capacity and survivable launch capability, 
particularly during the opening phases of a conflict. 
Their retirement removes a unique concentration of conventional strike power from the undersea 
force. 
Operational impacts include: 

• Loss of large-volume, survivable strike payloads 
• Increased reliance on distributed VLS capacity across surface combatants 
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• Greater dependence on Virginia-class payload modules to offset strike volume 
While future submarine payload solutions mitigate some effects, the transition represents a net 
reduction in concentrated strike mass during the late 2020s. 
 
Aircraft Carrier Retirements 
The first two Nimitz-class aircraft carriers are expected to retire before 2030. These retirements 
mark the beginning of a generational transition within the carrier force. 
Although the Navy intends to maintain a nominal carrier count through the introduction of Ford-
class hulls, the operational reality is more complex. 
Operational impacts include: 

• Nominal carrier numbers may remain stable 
• Effective carrier availability may decline due to extended maintenance periods 
• Increased stress on remaining carriers to meet global demand 

Carrier retirements therefore interact directly with maintenance throughput and industrial base 
capacity, shaping real-world availability more than headline numbers suggest. 
 
5.4 Amphibious Warfare and Small Combatant Retirements 
Amphibious Warfare Ships 
Legacy dock landing ships (LSDs) and older amphibious hulls are scheduled to retire gradually 
through the early 2030s. These ships form a critical component of the Navy’s ability to project 
power ashore, support expeditionary operations, and provide humanitarian assistance. 
Operational impacts include: 

• Reduced amphibious lift capacity unless replacements arrive on schedule 
• Increased operational demand on remaining LHD and LHA platforms 
• Less flexibility for distributed or concurrent amphibious operations 

Delays in replacement programs or further service life extensions could exacerbate these effects. 
 
Small Surface Combatants 
Early retirements among Littoral Combat Ships and other small combatants are already underway. 
These retirements are driven by a combination of survivability concerns, limited combat relevance 
in contested environments, and high lifecycle costs relative to delivered capability. 
Operational impacts include: 

• Reduction in available hulls for presence and maritime security missions 
• Increased reliance on larger surface combatants for lower-end tasks 
• Pressure to introduce new small surface combatant classes more rapidly 

The drawdown of this segment further tightens the balance between global demand and available 
hulls. 
 
5.5 Implications of the Retirement Profile 
The retirement profile through 2035 removes a disproportionate amount of capacity from the fleet 
relative to raw ship count. High-capacity platforms—those with large magazines, command 
functions, or unique mission sets—exit the force faster than their replacements fully mature. 
As a result, the effective combat power of the fleet may decline even in periods when total battle 
force ship count stabilizes or begins to grow. Understanding these retirements is essential to 
evaluating whether planned construction can meaningfully offset the capability gaps they create. 
The following section examines what ships are expected to enter service by 2035 and how 
effectively those additions compensate for the losses outlined above. 
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Section 6 
Construction and Future Hulls 
 
6.1 Overview of Planned Construction Through 2035 
Despite a near-term contraction driven by retirements, the United States Navy anticipates reversing 
fleet shrinkage during the early 2030s through a combination of new construction and 
recapitalization efforts. Current planning projections indicate that, if executed as intended, the 
battle force ship count could again exceed 300 ships in the early-to-mid 2030s. 
This recovery, however, is neither immediate nor uniform. Construction timelines vary significantly 
by ship class, and several programs are proceeding under industrial, fiscal, and workforce 
constraints that affect delivery schedules and overall throughput. As a result, the effectiveness of 
future construction must be evaluated not only by the number of ships planned, but by when they 
enter service and what capabilities they provide relative to retiring platforms. 
 
6.2 Strategic Construction Priorities 
Ballistic Missile Submarines (SSBN) 
The Columbia-class SSBN program remains the Navy’s single highest shipbuilding priority. These 
submarines are intended to replace the aging Ohio-class SSBN force and sustain the sea-based leg 
of the nuclear deterrent. 
The program’s priority status reflects the non-discretionary nature of strategic deterrence. 
Resources allocated to Columbia-class construction necessarily constrain capacity available for 
other shipbuilding efforts, particularly within the submarine industrial base. 
While essential, this prioritization reduces near-term flexibility in addressing shortfalls elsewhere in 
the fleet. 
 
Large Surface Combatants 
Construction of DDG-51 Flight III destroyers continues as the backbone of the surface combatant 
force. These ships are expected to shoulder an expanding range of missions following the 
retirement of guided missile cruisers. 
Flight III destroyers provide improved sensor capability and air and missile defense performance, 
but they are also expected to absorb additional escort, command, and presence responsibilities. 
Their continued production sustains fleet numbers, but does not fully replace the capacity and 
redundancy lost with cruiser retirement. 
 
 
 
Amphibious Warfare Ships 
Amphibious recapitalization remains an area of active effort and uncertainty. Construction of LPD 
Flight II ships is intended to stabilize lift capacity as older LSDs retire, while future light amphibious 
ship concepts are expected to support distributed operations and expeditionary missions. 
The pace and scale of these efforts will determine whether amphibious capacity merely stabilizes 
or continues to erode through the 2030s. 
 
6.3 The Reset in Small Surface Combatants 
A significant inflection point in future fleet construction occurred in late 2025 with the decision to 
curtail the Constellation-class frigate program beyond its initial hulls. This decision reflects growing 
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recognition that prior assumptions regarding schedule, cost, and mission coverage were 
increasingly misaligned with operational and industrial realities. 
Rather than continuing with a complex and heavily burdened design, the Navy has signaled a shift 
toward a new generation of small surface combatants emphasizing: 

• Smaller and less complex hulls 
• Faster construction timelines 
• Lower unit procurement cost 
• Capability sets aligned to specific mission roles 

This shift represents a pragmatic response to sustained demand for presence and escort capacity 
within a finite industrial base. It prioritizes the ability to generate hulls at scale over pursuing a 
single platform intended to address all mission demands. 
 
6.4 Implications of the Construction Plan 
While planned construction through 2035 suggests a return to numerical growth, several structural 
factors shape its real impact: 

• New ships often replace retiring platforms with different capability mixes 
• High-priority programs constrain shipyard throughput for other classes 
• Construction delays compound the effects of retirements during the late 2020s 

As a result, increases in battle force ship count do not automatically equate to restored capacity in 
escort, strike, or lift roles. The fleet that emerges in the mid-2030s will be different in composition 
from the fleet it replaces, with strengths and gaps shaped by programmatic choices made today. 
 
6.5 Transition Toward the Post-2035 Fleet 
The construction programs underway through 2035 serve as a bridge between the current fleet and 
longer-term force structure aspirations. They stabilize key mission areas, preserve strategic 
deterrence, and begin rebuilding surface combatant numbers, but they do not fully resolve the 
structural tensions identified earlier in this study. 
Understanding what these future hulls contribute—and what they cannot—is essential to 
evaluating whether the Navy’s projected recovery in ship count translates into meaningful 
operational resilience. The following section examines long-term fleet aspirations and the degree to 
which they align with these construction realities. 
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Section 7 
Long-Term Fleet Aspirations and the Force Architecture Challenge 
 
7.1 Stated Long-Term Fleet Objectives 
The United States Navy has articulated long-term fleet aspirations that extend well beyond the mid-
2030s. These objectives are intended to restore numerical strength, enhance operational 
resilience, and adapt to an increasingly contested maritime environment. 
Current long-range planning frameworks envision: 

• A battle force of approximately 380 to 390 manned ships 
• The integration of a substantial number of unmanned surface and undersea vessels 
• A force posture organized around distributed maritime operations 

In aggregate, these goals reflect recognition that future naval operations will demand greater 
geographic dispersion, increased survivability under long-range precision threat, and the ability to 
operate effectively despite attrition. 
However, these aspirations are conditional. Their realization depends on several enabling 
assumptions that remain uncertain. 
 
7.2 Assumptions Underpinning Fleet Growth 
The projected growth to a fleet approaching 390 battle force ships assumes the simultaneous 
fulfillment of three foundational conditions. 
First, it assumes sustained industrial output. Shipyards must maintain consistent production rates 
across multiple ship classes without major disruption, while also absorbing maintenance and 
modernization workloads. Current capacity constraints suggest limited margin for error. 
Second, it assumes stable long-term budgets. Fleet expansion on this scale requires predictable 
funding across multiple decades. Budget volatility, shifting priorities, or competing national 
demands introduce risk to both procurement schedules and fleet composition. 
Third, it assumes manageable maintenance timelines. Ships must move through depot 
maintenance cycles at planned durations in order to sustain availability. Continued delays would 
reduce the operational value of additional hulls, even if nominal ship count increases. 
At present, none of these assumptions can be treated as assured. Each represents a potential 
limiting factor on the Navy’s ability to translate aspirational force structure goals into realized 
capability. 
 
7.3 The Central Architecture Challenge 
While fleet size receives the most attention in public discourse, the central challenge facing the 
Navy is not the absolute number of ships, but the architecture of the force those ships comprise. 
Modern surface combatants are increasingly expected to perform a wide range of missions 
concurrently. These include: 

• Escorting high-value units and logistics vessels 
• Conducting independent strike and presence operations 
• Maintaining persistent forward deployment 
• Surviving and fighting effectively under saturation attack 

These mission demands are operationally valid, but they impose competing requirements on ship 
design and employment. 
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7.4 The Limits of Universal Optimization 
Warships operate within immutable physical and human constraints. Magazine depth, power 
generation, cooling capacity, crew endurance, and damage control capability are all finite. 
Optimizing a ship for one mission necessarily trades performance in another. 
A ship configured to maximize air and missile defense endurance will prioritize sensors, magazines, 
and command spaces. A ship optimized for independent strike may emphasize payload capacity, 
endurance, and survivability. A ship tasked primarily with forward presence must balance cost, 
crewing, and maintenance demands to remain sustainable at scale. 
Attempting to fully optimize a single hull for all of these missions produces compromise rather than 
excellence. Under modern threat conditions, these compromises can translate directly into 
reduced endurance, faster magazine depletion, or diminished survivability. 
This is not a failure of design or technology. It is a consequence of expecting a finite platform to 
satisfy mutually constraining demands. 
 
7.5 Implications for Long-Term Fleet Planning 
The tension between fleet size and force architecture has direct implications for long-term 
planning. A larger fleet composed of ships misaligned with their most frequent operational roles 
may offer less real-world capability than a smaller fleet structured around realistic mission 
specialization. 
As the Navy pursues growth toward its long-term ship count objectives, architectural coherence 
becomes increasingly important. Without it, additional hulls risk adding marginal presence while 
leaving critical mission gaps unresolved. 
The challenge, therefore, is not merely to build more ships, but to ensure that future fleet growth 
produces operationally meaningful capacity across escort, presence, and high-end combat 
missions. 
 
7.6 Transition to Final Assessment 
Understanding long-term aspirations and architectural constraints provides the context necessary 
for evaluating future force structure choices. The final section of this study synthesizes these 
findings and presents an assessment of what combinations of ship count, role alignment, and 
sustainment capacity are most likely to preserve U.S. naval effectiveness beyond 2035. 
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Section 8  
Author’s Assessment of Required Surface Combatant Classes  
 
8.1 Role Specialization as a Structural Requirement 
A resilient future fleet requires role specialization, not universal platforms. Modern naval operations 
impose mission demands that are persistent, concurrent, and frequently incompatible when forced 
onto a single hull. Attempting to design ships that perform all missions equally well produces 
compromise, reduced endurance, and increased operational risk. 
The following classes are presented as functional anchors, not as an exhaustive or prescriptive 
replacement of the existing fleet. They represent clearly identifiable mission roles that must be 
satisfied if future battle force ship count is to translate into real-world capability. 

 
These classes are described at the role level, not as acquisition proposals, and are intended to illustrate 

capability requirements rather than prescribe specific platforms. 
8.2 Recommended Surface and Aviation-Capable Classes 
1. Dedicated Fleet Escort Frigate (EFG) 
Purpose: 
The EFG exists to protect high-value units (HVUs) and critical logistics vessels under sustained 
threat. 
Optimized For: 

• Defensive endurance 
• Area and terminal air and missile defense 
• Escort operations under saturation attack 

Rationale: 
Escort missions are not secondary tasks; they are foundational to fleet survival. The EFG prioritizes 
magazine depth, sensor integration, and survivability over strike flexibility, ensuring that HVUs 
retain freedom of maneuver and operational persistence. 
 
2. Fast Patrol Frigate (FPF) 
Purpose: 
The FPF provides scalable presence, rapid response, and distributed screening across broad 
geographic areas. 
Optimized For: 

• Forward presence 
• Maritime security and deterrence 
• Rapid reaction and screening operations 

Rationale: 
Not all missions require heavy combatants. The FPF preserves fleet tempo by performing lower-end 
and mid-tier tasks, preventing overuse of larger ships and enabling sustained global coverage 
without disproportionate cost. 
 
3. Heavy Guided Missile Frigate (FFGH) 
Purpose: 
The FFGH is designed for independent combat operations where immediate reinforcement cannot 
be assumed. 
Optimized For: 

• Deep missile magazines 
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• Long-duration operations 
• Survivability under high-intensity threat 

Rationale: 
Independent operations demand ships that can fight, absorb losses, and remain effective without 
external support. The FFGH accepts increased displacement and cost in exchange for combat 
persistence and operational autonomy. 
 
4. Multi Utility Destroyer (DDG) 
Purpose: 
The DDG serves as a balanced, general-purpose combatant capable of operating across multiple 
warfare areas. 
Optimized For: 

• Anti-submarine warfare 
• Terminal defense 
• Precision strike 

Rationale: 
The multi utility destroyer provides flexibility where mission demands are uncertain or rapidly 
shifting. Rather than excelling in one area, it offers competent performance across core naval 
warfare functions, making it suitable for mixed task groups and adaptable deployments. 
 
5. Flag Cruiser (CAF) 
Purpose: 
The CAF functions as a purpose-built theater command ship. 
Optimized For: 

• Fleet and task force command and control 
• Air and missile defense coordination 
• Battle management under saturation conditions 

Rationale: 
Carrier strike groups and distributed fleets require dedicated command platforms to operate 
effectively at scale. The CAF restores command capacity lost with cruiser retirements and enables 
greater freedom of movement and operational reach for carrier and expeditionary forces. 
 
6. Light Carrier (CVL) 
Purpose: 
The CVL provides persistent air power within contested littoral regions, particularly along the first 
island chain. 
Optimized For: 

• Self-protection and survivability 
• Regional air control 
• Sustained forward aviation presence 

Rationale: 
The CVL emphasizes availability and resilience over maximum sortie generation. Built on a generic 
hull, it supports a tailored air wing focused on defensive counterair and local control, ensuring 
functionality under pressure without relying on the full carrier strike group construct. 
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7. Assault Carrier (CVA) 
Purpose: 
The CVA supports expeditionary operations and immediate force projection in contested 
environments. 
Optimized For: 

• Embarked Marine operations 
• Close air support 
• Terminal defense and survivability 

Rationale: 
Using the same generic hull as the CVL, the CVA trades a traditional fixed-wing air wing for a mixed 
VTOL, STOVL, and rotary-wing complement. Its mission is to impose immediate local air control 
and deliver close-in fire support for amphibious and expeditionary forces. 
 
8. Fleet Tender Ship (FD) 
Purpose: 
The FD sustains fleet operational tempo by restoring combat capability forward. 
Optimized For: 

• At-sea repair and battle damage support 
• Technical expertise and equipment carriage 
• Reserve consumables and spares 

Rationale: 
Sustained naval combat is a logistics and repair problem as much as a firepower problem. The FD 
reduces dependence on fixed shore facilities and enables damaged ships to return to service 
faster, preserving combat mass during extended operations. 
 
9. Fleet Logistics Vessels (FRS Fast Resupply Ship / LRS Logistical Readiness Ship) 
Purpose: 
The FRS/LRS ensures continuous sustainment of surface and aviation forces at sea. 
Optimized For: 

• Fuel, munitions, and stores replenishment 
• Aviation ordnance resupply 
• Underway replenishment and vertical replenishment 

Rationale: 
Without logistics, ship count becomes irrelevant. The FRS/LRS underwrites fleet endurance, 
allowing combatants to remain on station and sustain operations without breaking contact or 
ceding operational tempo. FRS is meant as your front line supplier while LRS is meant as a theater 
supply node. 
 
8.3 Scope and Intent 
These classes are not presented as a complete or exclusive replacement framework for the existing 
fleet. Rather, they highlight critical mission functions that must be explicitly addressed if future ship 
count increases are to deliver meaningful operational capability. 
Some existing platforms already partially fulfill these roles. Others do not. The purpose of this 
framework is to make those gaps visible and to emphasize that ship count alone cannot resolve 
them. 
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Section 9  
Conclusions 
 
9.1 Ship Count as a Necessary but Insufficient Metric 
Battle force ship count will remain a necessary metric for assessing naval capacity. It provides an 
essential baseline for understanding global reach, simultaneity, and strategic option space. 
Without sufficient numbers of hulls, even the most capable ships cannot meet worldwide demand. 
However, ship count alone is no longer sufficient to measure real combat power. 
A fleet of 350 poorly matched ships—misaligned to their most frequent missions, constrained by 
endurance, or dependent on optimistic assumptions about support—will be less effective than a 
fleet of 300 purpose-built hulls designed around realistic operational roles. Numerical growth that 
does not translate into survivability, persistence, and sustained combat effectiveness risks creating 
an illusion of strength rather than genuine deterrence. 
Ship count must therefore be treated as an enabling condition, not an outcome. 
 
9.2 The Closing Window: Now Through 2035 
The period between now and 2035 represents a narrowing window to address structural 
imbalances within the fleet before the next high-end maritime conflict becomes a near-term reality. 
During this interval, the United States Navy faces three simultaneous pressures: 

• The retirement of high-capacity legacy platforms 
• The delayed arrival of replacement hulls with different capability mixes 
• Sustained global operational demand with limited margin for error 

Decisions made in this period will determine whether future fleet growth restores real capability or 
simply increases administrative ship count without resolving core vulnerabilities. 
 
9.3 The Need for Honest Assessment 
Effective force planning requires honest assessment across three dimensions: 

1. Mission Fit 
Ships must be aligned to the missions they actually perform most often, not the full 
spectrum of missions they might theoretically be asked to perform. 

2. Survivability and Endurance 
Modern naval combat rewards ships that can remain effective under sustained pressure, 
absorb losses, and continue fighting after initial contact. 

3. Sustainment and Reconstitution 
The ability to repair, rearm, and return ships to service forward will increasingly determine 
operational tempo and campaign endurance. 

Without confronting these realities directly, fleet assessments risk overstating readiness and 
understating risk. 
 
9.4 What Ultimately Matters 
The decisive question facing future fleet planners is not how many ships can be counted, but how 
many ships can be: 

• Fought effectively in contested environments 
• Kept alive under sustained attack 
• Reconstituted when damaged or depleted 
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These factors determine whether battle force ship count translates into credible deterrence and 
wartime effectiveness—or merely into a larger administrative inventory. 
 
9.5 Final Assessment 
Ship count will always matter. But in an era of long-range precision weapons, saturation attacks, 
and extended campaigns, fit-for-role architecture and sustainment capacity matter more. 
A fleet built around realistic missions, supported by adequate logistics and repair capability, and 
structured to endure combat rather than merely enter it, will outperform a larger but structurally 
mismatched force. 
The challenge ahead is not to count more ships, but to build and sustain the right ships, in sufficient 
numbers, for the fights they are most likely to face. 
 


