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It is in this context that the Global SOF Foundation releases the 2025 SOF Imperatives 
document to the U.S. Congress. The Global SOF Foundation remains steadfast in its belief 
that the world’s special operations forces provide unique and irreplaceable strategic value 
to their nations. SOF, combined with precision weapons, modern intelligence capabilities, 
and innovative and nonconventional platforms like autonomous systems, will continue 
to have a direct impact for any nation willing to employ them. SOF capabilities yield 
exponential returns, as SOF’s competitive advantage is its network of partnerships and 
mutual trust built over decades of enduring engagement. SOF also operate to the left of 
conflict, deploying in every environment to disrupt adversaries   and   execute  precise, 
targeted  missions  that further strategic interests.

In a year marked by complex global challenges and evolving threats, U.S. Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) remain the most capable force to deter aggression 
and build partner capacity in defense of our nation. 

SOF are a critical component of the whole-of-government response that framed the 
strategic success in the Cold War, so naturally demand from Combatant Commanders 
for SOF deployments to every operational theater continues to grow. Simultaneously, 
SOF must maintain their mastery as the nation’s primary crisis response and counter-
terrorism force. Yet, despite this substantial mission set, the U.S. Special Operations 
Command budget remains frozen at 2019 levels.  A quick glance at conflict zones 
in Ukraine, Israel, and Syria as well the strategic competitors in China and Russia 
underscores the urgent need for more funding to sustain SOF’s competitive edge in 
an unpredictable world.
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As demand for U.S. SOF surges it is imperative 
to double SOF investment to maintain a decisive 

advantage in an increasingly complex and
 competitive global landscape.

    



At less than 2% of the Department of Defense budget, SOF provide a decisive advantage 
for the nation. One element of the SOF value proposition is the extensive, global network 
of relationships which allow SOF to build partner force capacity. These generational 
relationships are critical to maintain and expand. As the Commission on National 
Defense Strategy final report noted, “as the Israel-Hamas war demonstrates, the Iranian 
and violent extremist organization threats necessitate continued investments in special 
operations forces and security force assistance brigades to build partner capacity.” We 
see the significant benefits of these efforts around the world, to include Ukraine. What is 
more, these missions are relatively low-cost and high-reward. Accordingly, the U.S. 
Congress should increase Section 333 “Authority to Build Capacity” funding.

In their 2024 Posture hearing testimony, General Fenton and ASD Maier highlighted the 
value – and current limitations – of the SOF-Cyber-Space Triad. According to their joint 
testimony, “Strong collaboration in support of SOF, space, and cyber operations with other 
Combatant Commands ensures synchronization across warfighting domains. The nexus of 
USSOCOM, U.S. Cyber  Command, U.S. Space Command, and U.S. Strategic Command, 
each with a specific functional focus, creates synergy with complementary capabilities 
to support the Joint Force. This nexus specifically enhances kill webs—the integration 
of sensors from seabed to space and the options to eliminate targets. It also creates new 
opportunities to degrade an adversary’s confidence and capabilities before conflict.” To 
ensure seamless joint operations that fully leverage one another, both USSOCOM, Cyber 
Command, and the Space Force can take strategic and operational actions that enhance 
interoperability, maximize capabilities, and optimize resource use. To ensure this nexus 
grows and evolves successfully, the U.S. Congress should request regular 
updates on the development and refinement of the SOF-Cyber-Space Triad.

During FY25 posture hearings, General Bryan Fenton and ASD(SO/LIC) Christopher 
Maier highlighted that demands on SOF are increasing while the USSOCOM budget 

is declining. They stated that Combatant Commands’ demand for SOF capabilities in 
support of National Defense Strategy priorities exceeds capacity, highlighting that over 
the past four years, “SOF support to Combatant Command activity to counter coercion 
and deter aggression has more than tripled – comprising nearly 50% of SOF’s deployed 
and forward presence.” Meanwhile, USSOCOM is being asked to accept significant risk 
because its budget has remained flat since 2019. When adjusted for inflation, this amounts 
to roughly a 14 percent budget cut in purchasing power. USSOCOM’s share of the 
Department of Defense budget must increase in order to support 
increasing demands on U.S. SOF.

Similarly, during those same FY25 posture hearings before Congress, General Fenton 
and ASD(SO/LIC) Maier testified that, in the past three years, “the requirement for 
USSOCOM to fulfill its crisis response remit has increased more than 130% over the 
previous decade’s annual average.” These no-fail missions require immediate resourcing 
that can, as General Fenton and ASD Maier testified, “draw resources away from 
modernization efforts that aim to meet future challenges.” Accordingly, the U.S. 
Congress should establish a dedicated crisis response fund that would 
enable USSOCOM to appropriately resource these missions without having   
to  delay   modernization or technical developments elsewhere. 
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STRATEGIC ISSUES



Recognizing that Russia often conducts irregular or hybrid operations to avoid a 
conventional conflict, the European Deterrence Initiative (EDI) enables the United States 
to enhance the U.S. deterrence posture, increase the readiness and responsiveness of U.S. 
forces in Europe, support the collective defense and security of NATO allies, and bolster 
the security and capacity of U.S. allies and partners. Most of the Eastern  European 
partners appreciate the presence of U.S. forces, but these nations know that Russia will 
conduct irregular or hybrid operations to avoid a conventional conflict. Most of these 
small European nations have built their national defense strategies around conducting 
irregular warfare. The majority of the EDI provides limited support to irregular warfare. 
Congress should establish a “Lend Lease” program for Irregular Warfare 
that will provide affordable capabilities to our partners and increase the 
deterrent posture in the European region. Similarly, Congress should direct 
a study to determine how much of the Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI) 
supports SOF, cyber, intelligence and information operations. China intends 
to compete with the U.S. through irregular warfare, but   very  little of the PDI funding 
does much to counter these types of Chinese activities.
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IRREGULAR WARFARE 

While much of the Department of Defense still wants to treat Irregular Warfare as a 
“lesser included case” of conventional warfare (and treat capabilities accordingly), 

SOF know better. That said, SOF still need to be able to operate in both Irregular 
Warfare and high-end kinetic settings. How can USSOCOM best maximize the utility of 
its platforms and gear for missions at both ends of that spectrum? The U.S. Congress 
should request that USSOCOM produce a report on any gaps in authorities, 
acquisition rules, or other needs to ensure effective procurement and use of 
dual-purpose equipment in order to meet mission requirements along the 
entire conflict spectrum. 



The 2024 GSOF Imperatives report highlighted the important role the SOF medical 
community plays in building critical skills and enhancing societal resilience in the event 
of conflict. GSOF identified the need for enhanced DOD authorities to enable SOF medics 
to train not just military counterparts but foreign civilian medical personnel and entities 
as well. Although this critical resilience-building authority was included in the Senate 
provision for the FY25 NDAA, it did not make it into the final bill. The State Department 
has agreed this is a significant capacity gap that DOD could effectively help fill. Future 
battlefields and regions of conflict are highly likely to see U.S. servicemember casualties 
treated by Allied and partner civilian medical professionals. While this authority would 
build the capacity of Allies and partners, the real benefit is increased survivability for our 
U.S. service members. GSOF still recommends that the Department of Defense 
be authorized to build the medical resilience of foreign civilian medical 
personnel and entities. Funding for SOF medical training purposes should 
also be increased.
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USSOCOM  via the SOFCIDS (Special Operations Forces Capabilities Integration and 
Development System) acquisition process, enjoys JROC (Joint Requirements Oversight 
Council) authority to approve SOF-peculiar requirements; however, this does not allow 
for exceptions to existing acquisition law. The pace at which SOF are required to adjust 
and spiral-develop existing and emerging technologies needs a more proactive approach 
to major program management and execution. USSOCOM should have increased 
authority to amend, and if needed, cancel programs that no longer provide 
effective use of MFP-11 resources without being subject to contract penalties.

Under the category of Combat Development and Evaluation, special  mission units within 
USSOCOM are granted F&DR (Fielding and Deployment Release) authority to evaluate 
and employ new technologies and products to gain battlefield comparative advantage. 
Non-Special Mission Units are not granted this authority and are therefore required 
to employ what may be legacy technologies and equipment Recognizing that these 
SOF units are also critical to the Irregular Warfare fight, F&DR authorities 
should be expanded to include non-special mission units within USSOCOM 
to enhance overall effectiveness.

Congress has identified special operations maritime gaps as of particular concern. In the FY24 
NDAA, Congress directed USSOCOM and SO/LIC to report on how USSOCOM is “ensuring that 
the development and acquisition of maritime capabilities meet its requirements over the mid- 
and long-term, address capability gaps and maintain comparative advantage in the maritime 
domain, and support implementation of the National Defense Strategy.” Given the clear need to 
reinvigorate maritime capabilities and the reality of being outpaced by adversaries, USSOCOM 
needs to identify for Congress a near-term solution (within five years) to help fix 
the maritime capabilities gap for Naval Special Warfare (NSW), Marine Forces 
Special Operations Command, and U.S. Army Special Operations Command. 
This solution would be in parallel to the near-, mid- and long-term effort of SEAL 
Delivery vehicles production for NSW.  
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ACQUISITION

The Commission on National Defense Strategy final report highlighted that 
USSOCOM’s “acquisition model outpaces that of the Services”, and General Fenton 

has touted USSOCOM’s use of acquisition authorities as being critical to success for 
SOF. The Atlantic Council’s 2024 report, Stealth, Speed, and Adaptability: The Role of 
Special Operations Forces in Strategic Competition, similarly noted that SOF “is a leader 
in identifying, testing, fielding, and evolving new, cutting-edge technologies across the 
Department of Defense and the Intelligence Community. Appropriately resourced, U.S. 
SOF can continue to advance innovation adoption for the Joint Force at a time when 
doing so is essential for strategic competition.” The U.S. must not allow bureaucratic 
burdens to delay necessary technological advances. Thus the U.S. Congress should 
request that USSOCOM produce a report on any new authorities or resource 
flexibilities needed for SOF to maintain this comparative advantage in the 
acquisition or deployment of technology, equipment, or other capabilities.



The digital surveillance economy that collects, resells, and resolves our commercial 
transactions and digital habits is an unavoidable part of today’s operating environment. 
The digital signatures and patterns of life of our SOF operators, their communities, and 
partners risk being exploited by our adversaries. SOF must have the skills, training, and 
equipment so they are able to understand and manage these digital signature risks. This 
digital force protection begins well in advance of any mission. As USSOCOM has previously 
identified, “…for some missions the operators simply accept an undesirable level of risk 
that they will be detected and their mission compromised to some extent.  For this reason, 
any new technologies that allow the warfighter to avoid threats, skip mission steps, or 
reduce the likelihood of detection are of interest to USSOCOM.” The U.S. Congress 
should direct the Department of Defense to conduct an analysis of digital 
force protection gaps, starting with the SOF community.

According to the 2023 Strategy for Operations in the Information Environment, “our 
ability to gain and sustain information advantages at the times and places of our 
Choosing is critical to successful operations in the information space.” The strategy 
notes the importance of a “cultural shift” across DOD where information operations is “a 
foundational element of all military strategies…” USSOCOM needs additional resources, 
authorities, or tools to effectively meet the goals and objectives of this strategy. The 
U.S. Congress should request each Theater Special Operations Command 
to produce a report about any gaps in personnel, tools, or authorities to 
successfully manage information operations at the speed and scale required.

OPERATIONS

USSOCOM and SO/LIC have reported that “Maritime SOF has persistent gaps related 
to maritime mobility and force projection in contested environments.” Specifically, 

USSOCOM and SO/LIC reported that many of these gaps “are related to logistics and 
sustainment, including the ability to transport supplies and resupply over long distances 
and without significant infrastructure… The current logistics infrastructure was designed 
for and tested in permissive environments. Access to traditional fixed forward logistics 
sites will not be assured in crisis or conflict, and Maritime SOF will face significant 
challenges including but not limited to refueling, rearming, repair, and replacing combat 
losses.” The U.S. Congress should direct USSOCOM to identify a SOF-focused 
contested logistics strategy, including key areas of support from the private 
sector, necessary authorities, and specific funding requirements.
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While SOF and its aviation capabilities have performed with relative success in a 
counterterrorism role, the effectiveness of SOF aviation in Irregular Warfare has yet 
to be fully realized. USSOCOM should increase its aviation capability for SOF 
unique operations in the gray zone (including Foreign Internal Defense, 
Security Force Assistance, and Stability Operations) to include support to 
U.S. SOF mobility in contested logistics environments.




