The U.S. needs to get ahead on semiconductor production to maintain a credible signal of deterrence against adversaries
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All major U.S. defense systems and platforms rely on semiconductors for their performance. Consequently, the erosion of U.S. capabilities in microelectronics is a direct threat to the United States’ ability to defend itself and its allies. Moreover, the U.S. civilian economy is deeply dependent on semiconductor-based platforms for its daily operations. Ensuring U.S. leadership in semiconductor technology and securing the integrity of the value chains that design, manufacture, package, and distribute these chips are perhaps the preeminent economic and national security concerns of the modern era.
Of course, U.S. leaders have recognized the nexus between semiconductors and national security for decades. In the mid-1980s, President Reagan articulated the need to retain U.S. global leadership in chips to counter the Soviet bloc’s numerically superior military forces through “smart” systems driven by semiconductors—satellites, stealth aircraft, cruise missiles, and the like. Today, the United States faces an even greater challenge—it is confronted by a geopolitical rival that is stronger economically and technologically than the Soviet Union ever was. At the same time, the United States is struggling to halt and reverse the loss of its leading capabilities in manufacturing microelectronics. The recent shortage of automotive chips has driven home the damage that the steady erosion of capabilities in chip manufacturing can inflict on the U.S. civilian economy. It is equally important to appreciate the national defense implications of recent adverse trends.
The current chip legislation, which at this writing is pending reconciliation in Congress, represents the most comprehensive program of federal support ever undertaken to ensure the viability of a domestic semiconductor industry—that is, an industry whose critical functions are located within the geography of the United States. The legislation is both essential and overdue. Despite the dwindling number of critics who oppose the legislation as “industrial policy,” federal measures to ensure the existence of a robust domestic commercial semiconductor industry—as President Reagan recognized long ago—are vital to U.S. national defense and to the strength and resilience of the U.S. national economy.
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