
National Security Issues for our next President

Chris Starling, Colonel, USMC (Ret.)



Global Conflict Tracker



Threats   

Existential

China   

Russia

Existing & Emerging 

Iran  & Proxies

North Korea  

Terrorism  

Cyber Attack 

National Debt  

Illegal Border Crossing



500 nuclear warheads
(USA 5,428 warheads)

300, ICBMs
(USA 1,770)

Taiwan
East China Sea EEZ tensions
Trade deficit
Technology Race
Cyber incursions
Influence – Russia, NK
Fentanyl

China



China
APEC 14 November 2023



Russia 
5,889 nuclear warheads
(USA 5,428 warheads)

1,674, ICBMs
(USA 1,770)

Russia Ukraine 
Def Budget    109B            42B 
Population    142M           43M
Active             1.32M         0.9M
Reserve            2.0M         1.2M

Tanks              12,500        1900
Artillery          11,000        2000
MLRS                   4000          650
Ships                      598             38
Submarines          70                0
Aircraft                4000          300

$75B positional stalemate
Testbed of future war

GEORGIA 



Nuclear weapons 
program and lack of 
transparency

Chemical and 
biological weapons 
programs

Support for terrorism

Interference in regional 
politics

Sabotaging the Arab-
Israeli peace process

Supplying Hamas, 
Hezbollah, Houtis

Iran & Proxies 



US Military in the Middle East

Suez.  60 ships per day
Bab el Mandeb.  60 ships per day  
Hormuz.  40% of the world’s oil, 17M barrels/day 

Secure. Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait 

At Risk.  Iraq & Syria 160+ attacks by Iran-backed militia.  
80 injuries. 3 fatalities 

Gaza.  Oct 7 2023 – Unprecedented Hamas attack. 1,200+
Israelis killed, 253 taken hostage

Israel military campaign - 27,000 civilian casualties & 
humanitarian crisis



Violence from Lebanon to Iraq 
to the Red Sea all but amounts 
to an undeclared regional war, 
with Iran-backed militants 
fighting Israel and the U.S.









30 Warheads

US Military Presence
US & SK Military Exercises
Economic Sanctions

Naval provocations

Artillery Ammunition to Russia 

North Korea 
Kim Jong-un:  “the legal right to 
annihilate South Korea”

Kim’s “respected daughter” 
Kim Ju Ae joined him on the visit 
to a recent missile launch



Terrorism 

Jihad threat localized in regionally, 
South Asia, particularly 
Afghanistan;  Middle East; East 
and West Africa 
Limited capabilities to strike US
Not gone.  Not defeated.  Rebuild 
phase
Terrorism in other regions can 
have serious impacts on the US



Fastest growing threat 

China replaced Russia as top hacking threat in 2024

Volt Typhoon:  hackers tied to Government of China

Mission:  maintaining network access to U.S. critical infrastructure
Masked from malware detection 
Tamper with basic essential services
Infrastructure & Businesses 
Targets to date:  H2O utility in Hawaii, West Coast port, Oil & Gas pipeline
1st group focused on destructive cyberattacks — (act of war?) 

Investigations  - operators with simplistic passwords (“1111”)

37% surge in ransomware attacks; Average payment exceeds $100,000

Generative AI, WORM GPT

AI tools to elevate and automate phishing campaigns, craft evasive malware, 
& reduce development time of threats

Cybersecurity 



National Debt 

• $34T in debt
• Congress debates 28 cents 

of every dollar it spends
• Most federal $ spent w/o  

congressional deliberation: 
Medicare, Medicaid, Social 
Security, other entitlements

• Debt burden slows 
economic growth, reduces 
income levels, harms 
national security posture. 

• Constrains funding for 
strong military & effective 
diplomacy

https://finance.yahoo.com/news/jamie-dimon-believes-u-debt-093000484.html

https://finance.yahoo.com/news/jamie-dimon-believes-u-debt-093000484.html


Public debt exceeds $34 trillion, debt-to-GDP ratio 120%     

Per capita – over $100,000 per US citizen

Debt-to-income ratio.  1.3 times the national income (GDP)

Annual payment for federal debt interest  4% of the 

debt per year

Interest expenses account for 5.2% of GDP   

Federal tax income =  18% of GDP.   

Debt payments are less than 1/3 of income   

Highly Indebted 

National Debt 



USBP: 249,785 arrests on the Southern border in December 2023

Up 31% from 191,112 in November 2023
Up 13% from 222,018 in December 2022

Criminals & Criminal Enterprises

Drug Trafficking 
2023, 27,000+ lbs of fentanyl seized 

Weapons Trafficking

Human Trafficking 

Illegal Border Crossing 



Illegal Border Crossing 



CHI – Reinforce Taiwan without saber rattling – China unable to force
RUS/UKR:  negotiate territory gains for RUS, end war, no NATO for UKR 
IRAN – Hardball – Galvanize Sunni states – hard because of Palestine
ISR / Gaza.  Get your adversary to over-react strategy by Iran, Hamas.  
Clear Gaza, eliminate Hamas, minimize collateral damage - weather PR 
NK – stalemate so long Kim Jung Un leads, strength and deterrence
TERRORISM – the least of our worries until it’s not – vigilance
CYBER – Over 600,000 open jobs – train early, incentivize
DEBT – Adjust entitlements, raise taxes, or kick the can down the road…
BORDER – Clear Policy & Formidable Controls

Opinion Page
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