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Assessing the Global 
Operating Environment

Measurement of the “strength” of a mili-
tary force—the extent to which that 

force can accomplish missions—requires ex-
amination of the environments in which the 
force operates. Aspects of one environment 
may facilitate military operations, but aspects 
of another may work against them. A favor-
able operating environment presents the U.S. 
military with obvious advantages; an unfa-
vorable operating environment may limit the 
effect of U.S. military power. The capabilities 
and assets of U.S. allies, the strength of foes, 
the geopolitical environment of the region, 
and the availability of forward facilities and 
logistics infrastructure all factor into whether 
an operating environment is supportive of 
U.S. military operations.

When assessing an operating environ-
ment, particular attention must be paid to 
any treaty obligations the United States has 
with countries in the region. A treaty defense 
obligation ensures that the legal framework is 
in place for the U.S. to maintain and operate 
a military presence in a particular country. In 
addition, a treaty partner usually yields regu-
lar training exercises and interoperability as 
well as political and economic ties.

Additional factors—including the military 
capabilities of allies that might be useful to 
U.S. military operations; the degree to which 
the U.S. and allied militaries in the region are 

interoperable (e.g., can use common means 
of command, communication, and other 
systems); and whether the U.S. maintains 
key bilateral alliances with nations in the re-
gion—also affect the operating environment. 
Likewise, nations where the U.S. has already 
stationed assets or permanent bases and 
countries from which the U.S. has launched 
military operations in the past may provide 
needed support to future U.S. military op-
erations. The relationships and knowledge 
gained through any of these factors would un-
doubtedly ease future U.S. military operations 
in a region and contribute greatly to a positive 
operating environment.

In addition to U.S. defense relations within 
a region, additional criteria—including the 
quality of the local infrastructure, the po-
litical stability of the area, whether or not a 
country is embroiled in any conflicts, and 
the degree to which a nation is economically 
free—should also be considered.

Each of these factors contributes to the 
judgment as to whether a particular operating 
environment is favorable or unfavorable to-
ward future U.S. military operations. The op-
erating environment assessment is meant to 
add critical context to complement the threat 
environment assessment and U.S. military as-
sessment detailed in subsequent sections of 
the Index.

This Index will refer to all disputed territories by the name employed by the United States Department of State and should not be seen 
as reflecting a position on any of these disputes.
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Europe

The resurgence of Russia, brought into 
starkest relief in Ukraine, and the rise 

of the Islamic State in Iraq, Syria, and Libya 
have brought Europe back into the top tier of 
U.S. international interests with some force 
after a decade of attempted disengagement. It 
is clear why the region matters to the U.S. The 
51 countries in the U.S. European Command 
(EUCOM) area of responsibility include ap-
proximately one-fifth of the world’s popula-
tion, 10.7 million square miles of land, and 13 
million square miles of ocean. EUCOM’s area 
has physical borders with Russia, the Arctic, 
Iran, Asia Minor, the Caspian Sea, and North 
Africa. Most of these areas have long histo-
ries of instability and a potential for future 
instability that could directly affect the secu-
rity interests and economic well-being of the 
United States.

Some of America’s oldest (France) and 
closest (the United Kingdom) allies are found 
in Europe. The U.S. and Europe share a strong 
commitment to the rule of law, human rights, 
free markets, and democracy. Many of these 
ideas, the foundations upon which America 
was built, were brought over by the millions 
of immigrants from Europe in the 17th, 18th, 
and 19th centuries. U.S. sacrifice for Europe 
has been dear. During the course of the 20th 
century, millions of Americans fought for 
a free and secure Europe, and hundreds of 
thousands died.

America’s economic ties to the region 
are important as well. A stable, secure, and 
economically viable Europe is in America’s 
economic interest. Regional security means 
economic viability and prosperity for both 

Europe and the U.S. For more than 70 years, 
the U.S. military presence in Europe has 
contributed to European stability, economi-
cally benefiting both Europeans and Ameri-
cans. The economies of the 28 (soon to be 271) 
member states of the European Union (EU), 
along with the United States, account for ap-
proximately half of the global economy. The 
U.S. and the members of the EU are each oth-
er’s principal trading partners.

Geographical Proximity. Europe is im-
portant to the U.S. because of its geographical 
proximity to some of the world’s most danger-
ous and contested regions. From the eastern 
Atlantic Ocean to the Middle East and up to 
the Caucasus through Russia and into the 
Arctic, an arc of instability is increasingly un-
settled by demographic pressures, rising com-
modity prices, interstate and intrastate con-
flict, tribal politics, competition over water 
and other natural resources, religious tension, 
revolutionary tendencies, terrorism, nuclear 
proliferation, and “frozen conflicts” (i.e., con-
flicts in which active combat has ended but no 
real effort is made to resolve the conflict). The 
European region also has some of the world’s 
most vital shipping lanes, energy resources, 
and trade choke points.

The basing of U.S. forces in Europe gener-
ates benefits outside of Europe. Recent insta-
bility in North Africa, most notably ISIS oper-
ations in Libya, has shown the utility of basing 
robust U.S. military capabilities near poten-
tial global hot spots. For example, when or-
dered to intervene in Libya against Muammar 
Qadhafi, U.S. commanders in Europe were 
able to act effectively and promptly because of 
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the well-established and mature U.S. military 
footprint in southern Europe.

The same can be said of the Baltic region. 
Soon after Russia annexed Crimea and invad-
ed eastern Ukraine, the U.S. quickly deployed 
600 U.S. soldiers to the Baltics and Poland 
from U.S. bases in Italy. The F-15s and F-16s 
(including their crews, maintenance staff, 
fuel, spare parts, etc.) that the U.S. Air Force 
initially sent to the region after the invasion 
of Ukraine were deployed to Eastern Europe 
from U.S. air bases in the United Kingdom and 
Italy, respectively. Without this forward pres-
ence in Europe, these deployments would 
have been costlier and slower.

The Arctic. The 2016 Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength identified the Arctic as an im-
portant operating environment in Europe. 
This has not changed in the 2017 edition. If 
anything, tension continues to increase as a 
result of Russian activity.

The Arctic region encompasses the lands 
and territorial waters of eight countries (Cana-
da, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, and the United States) spread across 
three continents. The region is home to some 
of the world’s roughest terrain and waters and 
some of its harshest weather. The Arctic re-
gion is rich in minerals, wildlife, fish, and other 
natural resources and, according to some esti-
mates, contains up to 13 percent of the world’s 
undiscovered oil reserves and almost one-
third of its undiscovered natural gas reserves.

The region represents one of the world’s 
least populated areas, with sparse nomadic 
communities and very few large cities and 
towns. Although official population figures 
are nonexistent, the Nordic Council of Min-
isters estimates that the figure in 2013 was 
slightly in excess of 4 million,2 making the 
Arctic’s population slightly bigger than Or-
egon’s and slightly smaller than Kentucky’s. 
Approximately half of the Arctic population 
lives in Russia, which is ranked 153rd out of 
178 countries in the 2016 Index of Economic 
Freedom.3

The melting of Arctic ice during the sum-
mer months presents challenges for the U.S. 

in terms of Arctic security, but it also provides 
new opportunities for economic develop-
ment. Less ice will mean new shipping lanes, 
increased tourism, and further exploration 
for natural resources. Many of the shipping 
lanes currently used in the Arctic are a con-
siderable distance from search and rescue 
facilities, and natural resource exploration 
that would be considered routine in other 
locations in the world is complex, costly, and 
dangerous in the Arctic.

The economic incentives for exploiting 
these shipping lanes are substantial and will 
drive Arctic nations to press their interests in 
the region. For example, using the Northern 
Sea Route (NSR) along the Russian coast cuts 
the distance between Rotterdam and Shang-
hai by 22 percent and saves hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars in fuel costs per ship. Unlike 
in the Gulf of Aden, no pirates are currently 
operating in the Arctic, and piracy is unlikely 
to be a problem in the future. But there is still 
a long way to go before the NSR becomes a vi-
able option. In 2015, a total of 18 ships4 made 
the journey over the top of Russia (compared 
with the more than 17,000 that transited the 
Suez Canal) and carried only 39,586 tons of 
cargo.5 By comparison, in 2013, 71 vessels car-
rying a total of 1,355,000 tons of cargo shipped 
along the route, indicating the unpredictabil-
ity of future shipping trends in the Arctic.6

In June 2015, Russia adopted an Integrat-
ed Development Plan for the Northern Sea 
Route 2015–2030. The plan outlines expecta-
tions that NSR shipping volume will reach 80 
million tons by 2030.7 However, the current 
reality casts doubt on these projections.

Of course, the U.S. has an interest in stabil-
ity and security in the Arctic because the U.S. 
is one of the eight Arctic nations. The Ameri-
can commitment to NATO is also relevant be-
cause four of the five Arctic littoral powers are 
in NATO.8

Threats to Internal Stability. In recent 
years, Europe has faced turmoil and instabil-
ity brought about by economic uncertainty, 
epitomized by the ongoing sovereign debt cri-
sis in Europe’s southern countries. Recently, 
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a large influx of migrants and the continued 
threat from terrorism have added more insta-
bility points to Europe.

Economically, the eurozone’s overall eco-
nomic freedom is seriously undermined by 
the excessive government spending required 
to support elaborate welfare states. Eco-
nomic policies being pursued by many euro-
zone countries hinder productivity growth 
and job creation, causing economic stagna-
tion and rapidly increasing levels of public 
debt. Underperforming countries have not 
made the structural reforms needed for long-
term adjustment.

Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and 
Spain have received multibillion-euro aid 
packages financed by their eurozone partners 
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
European leaders are desperately seeking a 
way to keep the eurozone together without 
addressing the root causes of the crisis. Re-
cipient countries have adopted stringent aus-
terity measures in exchange for aid, but their 
populations oppose any spending cuts.

Many among Europe’s political elite be-
lieve that deeper European integration, not 
prudent economic policies, is the answer to 
Europe’s problem. However, there has been 
a public backlash against deeper political and 
economic integration across much of Europe. 
In a June 2016 referendum on EU member-
ship, the United Kingdom voted to leave the 
European Union. In April 2016, Dutch voters 
voted against approving an EU–Ukraine As-
sociation agreement in a countrywide refer-
endum, largely seen as a protest vote against 
the EU. Dissatisfaction with the EU affects 
France and Germany as well. According to 
a 2016 Pew Poll, only 38 percent of people 
in France have a favorable view of the EU; in 
2004, 69 percent did. In Germany, only half of 
Germans have a favorable view of the EU.9

In 2015, the Eurozone grew by 1.7 per-
cent,10 only a marginal improvement over 
2014 growth rates. Relatively meager eco-
nomic growth translated into small job gains, 
but unemployment remains an albatross 
around the neck of many European nations. 

Unemployment across the 19-country bloc 
stands at 10.1 percent, the lowest rate since 
July 2011 but still stubbornly high.11 At 23.3 
percent, Greece has the highest unemploy-
ment rate in the EU; Spain has an unemploy-
ment rate of 19.9 percent.12 Youth unemploy-
ment in the eurozone is 20.8 percent but 
reaches 47.4 percent in Greece, 45.8 percent 
in Spain, 36.5 percent in Italy, and 30.1 per-
cent in Croatia.13

The potential impact of this crisis on the 
U.S. makes European economic stability more 
important than ever. The eurozone crisis 
could turn into a security crisis. For example, 
political instability in Greece, made worse by 
a large influx of migrants, could spill over to 
other places in southeastern Europe—already 
one of Europe’s most unstable regions. Amer-
ican banks hold some eurozone debt and 
would take a hit in the event of any default, 
but the deepest effects would likely be felt 
through the interconnected global financial 
system. In a lagging European economy, for 
example, U.S. exports to European markets 
would start to fall off and continue to decline.

The economic situation also illustrates the 
importance of the greater European region 
to energy security and the free flow of trade. 
Some of the most important energy secu-
rity and trade corridors are on the periphery 
of Europe—as are some of the world’s most 
dangerous and unstable regions. European 
economies depend on oil and gas transported 
through the volatile Caucasus and several 
maritime choke points.

On top of these difficulties, Europe has 
been trying to deal with a large-scale migrant 
crisis. Conflicts in Syria and Iraq, as well as 
open-door policies adopted by several Eu-
ropean nations—importantly, Germany and 
Sweden in 2015—have led large numbers of 
refugees from across Africa, Asia, and the 
Middle East to travel to Europe in search of 
safety, economic opportunity, and a better life 
in Europe’s most generous welfare states.

The European Union’s Frontex border 
agency documented 1,820,000 detections of 
illegal border crossings along the external 
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borders of the EU in 2015.14 The real num-
ber is far higher. The migrant crisis and the 
response of European governments have led 
in part to some increased instability, have 
buoyed fringe political parties in some Eu-
ropean nations, and already have imposed 
financial, security, and societal costs on 
the continent.

For example, one study found that the cost 
in Germany to house, provide benefits for, and 
work to assimilate migrants will equal €50 bil-
lion by 2017.15 Greece expects to spend €600 
million, 0.3 percent of its GDP, on the migrant 
crisis in 2016.16 In April 2016, Sweden’s Fi-
nance Ministry announced projections that 
the migrant crisis will cost the nation €6.1 bil-
lion yearly until 2020.17 In an era of fiscal aus-
terity and tight budgets, the unexpected and 
generational cost of this migrant crisis will af-
fect European budgets for decades.

The migrant crisis has had a direct im-
pact on NATO resources as well. In February 
2016, Germany, Greece, and Turkey request-
ed NATO assistance against illegal traffick-
ing and illegal migration in the Aegean Sea.18 
That month, NATO’s Standing Maritime 
Group 2 deployed to the Aegean to conduct 
surveillance, monitoring, and reconnaissance 
of smuggling activities, and the intelligence 
gathered was sent on to Greek and Turkish 
coast guards and to Frontex.19 In February 
2016, former Supreme Allied Commander, 
Europe, General Philip Breedlove accused 
Russia of using migrants as a weapon against 
Europe.20

Finally, Europe has suffered a string of ter-
rorist attacks, many of them Islamist inspired, 
including attacks in Belgium, France, Ger-
many, and Turkey during the past year alone. 
While terrorist attacks do not pose an existen-
tial threat to Europe, they do affect security 
by increasing instability, and forcing nations 
to spend more manpower and financial re-
sources on counterterrorism activities.

Following attacks on the offices of satirical 
magazine Charlie Hebdo in January 2015, for 
example, France launched Operation Senti-
nelle, utilizing French soldiers to guard 682 

sensitive tourist attractions, schools, and 
religious institutions. 21 Following multiple 
terrorist attacks in Paris in November 2015, 
President Francois Hollande increased the 
number of troops taking part in Operation 
Sentinelle to 10,000.22 Of the French military 
deployed for military operations, half have 
been deployed domestically to guard against 
terrorist attacks.23 The deployment is report-
edly having a deleterious impact both on 
morale among soldiers and on readiness.24 
In addition to manpower strains, Operation 
Sentinelle costs France $1.06 million a day,25 
and early estimates from the French Treasury 
suggest that terrorism will ultimately cost the 
French economy $2.1 billion.26

In addition, Belgium deployed over 500 
soldiers to its streets to guard against terror-
ist attacks following the November attacks 
in Paris.27 In February 2015, Italy deployed 
4,800 soldiers domestically to guard against 
terrorist attacks.28 There has even been a dis-
cussion in Germany of allowing for greater 
deployment of the German Bundeswehr to 
guard against terrorist attacks. Under the 
current German constitution, the army can 
be deployed domestically only “in cases of na-
tional emergency.”29

The migrant crisis in Europe has exac-
erbated the threat from terrorism. General 
Breedlove testified in March 2016 that “what 
we have seen growing in the past months and 
year is that in that flow of refugees we see 
criminality, terrorism and foreign fighters.”30 
James Clapper, U.S. Director of National In-
telligence, testified similarly in February 2016 
that ISIS is “taking advantage of the torrent 
of migrants to insert operatives into that flow. 
As well, they also have available to them and 
are pretty skilled at phony passports so they 
can travel ostensibly as legitimate travelers as 
well.”31

While terrorism in Europe may under-
mine U.S. allies by siphoning financial and 
military resources toward counterterrorism 
operations, it also can jeopardize the safety of 
U.S. servicemembers, their families, and U.S. 
facilities overseas. In April 2016, for example, 
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an ISIS sympathizer was convicted in the U.K. 
of planning to carry out terrorist attacks on 
U.S. military personnel stationed in the U.K.32

The South Caucasus
One of the most important energy cor-

ridors for Europe is through Turkey and the 
South Caucasus. Fortunately, Europe has a 
very strong partner in the South Caucasus. 
The Republic of Georgia sits at a crucial geo-
graphical and cultural crossroads that for 
centuries has proven to be strategically im-
portant, both militarily and economically; to-
day, its strategic location is also important to 
the U.S. and Europe. Georgia is modernizing 
key airports and port facilities, and a major 
railway project from Azerbaijan to Turkey 
through Georgia opened in 2015.

The transit route through Georgia pro-
vides one of the shortest and potentially most 
cost-effective routes to Central Asia. This is 
particularly important in meeting the need 
to bring alternative sources of oil and natural 
gas to the European market. In view of Rus-
sia’s willingness to use energy resources as a 
tool of foreign policy, this could not come at a 
more important time for Europe.

In 2015, construction began on two key 
natural gas pipelines: the Trans-Anatolian 
Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP) and the Trans-
Adriatic Pipeline (TAP). The TANAP will run 
1,150 miles through the Caucasus and Turkey; 
the TAP will run from the Turkish–Greek 
border to Italy via Albania and the Adriatic 
Sea. It is expected that both will be completed 
by 2018. When constructed, both pipelines 
will link up with the existing South Caucasus 
Pipeline, which connects Turkey to the Azer-
baijani gas fields in the Caspian Sea through 
Georgia. Together, all three pipelines will 
form the so-called Southern Gas Corridor.33

In July 2015, Russia took de facto control 
of a 1.6-kilometer section of the British Petro-
leum–operated Baku–Supsa pipeline when 
it moved border markers from Russian-con-
trolled South Ossetia 300 meters (980 feet) 
further south. Russia’s creeping annexation 
in Georgia has expanded its territorial control 

in the nation and placed border markers with-
in close range of Georgia’s main highway link-
ing Azerbaijan and the Black Sea.34

Georgia has been a strong partner of 
NATO and the U.S. It retains 861 troops in 
Afghanistan as part of NATO’s Resolute Sup-
port Mission, the third-largest contribution 
after the U.S. and Germany,35 and also trains 
with NATO nations. In May 2016, 650 U.S. sol-
diers, 150 from the U.K., and 500 Georgians 
took part in training exercise Noble Partner 
in Georgia.36 Georgian Defense Minister Tina 
Khidasheli described Noble Partner as “one 
of the biggest exercises that our country has 
ever hosted…the biggest number of troops on 
the ground, and the largest concentration of 
military equipment.”37

Important Alliances and 
Bilateral Relations in Europe

The United States has a number of impor-
tant multilateral and bilateral relationships 
in Europe. First and foremost is NATO, the 
world’s most important and arguably most 
successful defense alliance. Other relation-
ships, however, also have a strong impact on 
the U.S.’s ability to operate in and through the 
European region.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion. NATO is an intergovernmental, mul-
tilateral security organization originally de-
signed to defend Western Europe from the 
Soviet Union. It is the organization that an-
chored the U.S. firmly in Europe, solidified 
Western resolve during the Cold War, and ral-
lied European support following the terrorist 
attacks on 9/11.

During the Cold War, the threat from the 
Soviet Union meant that the alliance had a 
clearly defined mission. Today, NATO is still 
trying to determine its precise role in the 
post–Cold War world. In the 1990s, NATO 
launched security and peacekeeping opera-
tions in the Balkans when the EU was unable 
to act. Since 2002, it has been engaged in Af-
ghanistan, counterpiracy operations off the 
Horn of Africa, an intervention in Libya that 
led to the toppling of Muammar Qadhafi, and 
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(most recently) efforts to stop illicit traffick-
ing in people, drugs, weapons, and other con-
traband in the Mediterranean.

Since its creation in 1949, NATO has re-
mained the bedrock of transatlantic security 
cooperation, and it is likely to remain so for 
the foreseeable future. With the NATO-led 
combat mission in Afghanistan finished and 
with an increasingly bellicose Russia on Eu-
rope’s doorstep, there is a growing recogni-
tion that NATO must return to its raison 
d’être: collective defense.

Today, many NATO countries view Mos-
cow as a threat. In a way that seemed incon-
ceivable to Western Europeans before Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine and annexation of 
Crimea, it is now clear that NATO’s Eastern 
European members face legitimate security 
concerns: For those NATO members that 
lived under the iron fist of the Warsaw Pact or 
that were absorbed into the Soviet Union af-
ter World War II, Russia’s bellicose behavior 
is seen as a threat to their existence.

The broad threat that Russia poses to Eu-
rope’s common interests makes military-to-
military cooperation, interoperability, and 
overall preparedness for joint warfighting es-
pecially important in Europe, yet they are not 
uniformly implemented. For example, day-
to-day interaction between U.S. and allied of-
ficer corps and joint preparedness exercises 
were more regular with Western European 
militaries than with frontier allies in Central 
Europe, although the crisis in Ukraine has led 
to new exercises with eastern NATO nations. 
In the event of a national security crisis in 
Europe, first contact with an adversary might 
still expose America’s lack of familiarity with 
allied warfighting capabilities, doctrines, and 
operational methods.

Following the 2014 Wales summit, NATO 
announced its intent to create a Very High 
Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF), “a new Al-
lied joint force that will be able to deploy with-
in a few days to respond to challenges that arise, 
particularly at the periphery of NATO’s terri-
tory.”38 However, mustering the 5,000-strong 
force has proven to be difficult.39 In addition, 

NATO reportedly believes the VJFT would be 
too vulnerable during its deployment phase 
to be utilized in Poland or the Baltics.40 At the 
Warsaw summit in July 2016, NATO agreed 
to an enhanced forward presence of one ro-
tational battalion in each of the Baltic States 
and Poland, beginning in 2017. Canada, Ger-
many, the U.S., and the UK have promised to 
serve as framework nations for the battalions.

For its part, in June 2014, the U.S. an-
nounced a $1 billion European Reassurance 
Initiative (ERI) meant to bolster transatlan-
tic security. For fiscal year (FY) 2017, the U.S. 
proposed an increase in ERI funding to $3.4 
billion. A portion of the funding was set aside 
to “increase exercises, training, and rotation-
al presence across Europe but especially on 
the territory of our newer allies.”41 Additional 
funding for training exercises constituted 
$40.6 million of ERI funding in FY 2015, in-
creased to $108.4 million in FY 2016, and is 
anticipated to increase to $163 million in FY 
2017.42 While the additional funding is a step 
in the right direction, it is not a long-term so-
lution; the need to sufficiently fund training 
programs remains unresolved. Funding for 
this initiative was included in the Overseas 
Contingency Operation (OCO) budget, gen-
erally considered to be a budget for tempo-
rary priorities—a fact that did not escape the 
attention of NATO allies, with the Poles dis-
missing it as “insufficient.”43

There also are non-military threats to the 
territorial integrity of NATO countries that 
the alliance has only recently begun to find 
ways to address. The most likely threat to the 
Baltic States, for example, may come not from 
Russian tanks rolling into a country but from 
Russian money, propaganda, and establish-
ment of pro-Russia NGOs and other advocacy 
groups—all of which can be leveraged to un-
dermine the state. Russia’s aggressive actions 
in Ukraine have proven how effective these 
asymmetrical methods can be in creating in-
stability, especially when coupled with con-
ventional power projection.

The combat training center at Hohen-
fels, Germany, is one of a very few located 
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NOTES: Figures are estimates for 2016 based on 2010 prices and exchange rates. Iceland is not listed because it has no military. 
SOURCE: NATO, “Defence Expenditures of NATO Countries (2009–2016),” July 4, 2016, p. 2, http://www.nato.int/ 
nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_07/20160704_160704-pr2016-116.pdf (accessed August 26, 2016)

NATO members are expected to spend at least 2 
percent of their GDP on defense, and at least 20 
percent of their defense spending is supposed to go 
to equipment. Only three of the 28 countries—the 
U.S., the U.K., and Poland—do both.

Few NATO Members Follow 
Defense Spending Guidelines

CHART 1
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outside of the continental United States, and 
more than 60,000 U.S. and allied personnel 
train there annually. U.S.–European train-
ing exercises further advance U.S. interests 
by developing links between America’s allies 
in Europe and National Guard units back in 
the U.S. In a time when most American ser-
vicemembers do not recall World War II or 
the Cold War, cementing bonds with allies in 
Europe becomes a vital task. Currently, 22 na-
tions in Europe have a state partner in the U.S. 
National Guard.44

General Breedlove has described NATO 
forces as being “at a pinnacle of interoperabil-
ity.” But he also has cautioned that if NATO 
is to sustain these levels of interoperability, 

“We need to continue to build the capabilities 
and capacities to be a credible and effective 
Alliance and we need to sustain our interoper-
ability through rigorous and sustained train-
ing, education, and exercises.”45

In 2014, the U.S. launched Operation At-
lantic Resolve, a series of continuous exer-
cises meant to reassure U.S. allies in Europe, 
particularly those bordering Russia. Opera-
tion Atlantic Resolve included among other 
initiatives 150 troops temporarily deployed 
to the Baltic States and Poland for training 
exercises.46 The troops were members of the 
Army’s 173rd Airborne Brigade, based in Italy 
and Germany.47 There have been some re-
ports that U.S. soldiers stationed in the Baltics 
have been on the receiving end of “intimida-
tory approaches” from Russian intelligence 
officers.48 In March 2015, a U.S. convoy of 600 
soldiers and 120 vehicles, including Stryk-
ers, took part in a 1,100-mile “Dragoon Ride” 
across the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Poland before returning to 
base in Vilseck, Germany.49

The naval component of Operation Atlan-
tic Resolve has consisted in part of increased 
deployments of U.S. ships to the Baltic and 
Black Seas. Additionally, the Navy has taken 
part in bilateral and NATO exercises. For 
example, BALTOPS 2015 was a 15-day ex-
ercise across the Baltic Sea region that in-
volved 5,600 troops from Belgium, Canada, 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Sweden, Turkey, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States.50

In addition to training with fellow NATO 
member states, the U.S., in conjunction with 
Canada, Lithuania, and the United Kingdom,51 
has undertaken a program to train five Ukrai-
nian army battalions and an additional battal-
ion of special operations forces52 at the Joint 
International Peacekeeping Security Center 
near Yavoriv, Ukraine. U.S. training for Ukrai-
nian forces began with border and national 
guards but has expanded to include regular 
army units.53 Ukraine has received additional 
training from NATO members that includes 
counter-IED training, flight safety, military 
police, and medical training.54 In September 
2015, the U.S. and Ukraine cohosted the mul-
tinational maritime exercise Sea Breeze 2015 
in the Black Sea.55

Quality of Armed Forces in the Region
When it comes to effective international 

combined operations, , it is clear that Europe 
is not pulling its weight. Investment in de-
fense across Europe has declined since the 
end of the Cold War. For most EU countries, 
the political will to deploy troops into harm’s 
way when doing so is in the national inter-
est has all but evaporated. During the Libya 
operation, for example, European countries 
were running out of munitions.56 More re-
cently, munition stocks in the Netherlands 
are reported to have only five days’ worth of 
ammunition on hand.57

As an intergovernmental security alliance, 
NATO is only as strong as its member states. 
Of NATO’s 28 members, 26 are European. Eu-
ropean countries collectively have more than 
2 million men and women in uniform, yet 
by some estimates, only 100,000 of them—a 
mere 5 percent—have the capability to deploy 
beyond their national borders.58

Article 3 of the 1949 North Atlantic Treaty, 
NATO’s founding document, states that mem-
bers, at a minimum, will “maintain and de-
velop their individual and collective capacity 
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to resist armed attack.”59 Only a handful of 
NATO members can say that they are living 
up to their Article 3 commitment. In 2015, 
only five of 28 NATO member states (Estonia, 
Greece, Poland, the U.S., and the U.K.) spent 
the required 2 percent of gross domestic 
product (GDP) on defense. Recently, NATO 
total defense expenditures have moved in an 
upward direction. In 2016, the annual real 
change in defense outlays for Canada and 
European NATO members is estimated at 1.5 
percent, a $3 billion increase.60 When cuts 
have occurred, they have been significantly 
less than in recent years. In 2015, 19 NATO 
members stopped cuts in defense spending, 
and 16 of those 19 also increased their defense 
spending in real terms.61

Nevertheless, the lack of overall invest-
ment in substantial amounts has caused even 
smaller campaigns like the 2011 operation in 
Libya to flounder. What began as a military 
operation inspired by France and Britain had 
to be absorbed quickly into a NATO operation 
because the Europeans had neither the politi-
cal will nor the military capability (without 
the U.S.) to complete the mission. Former Sec-
retary of Defense Robert Gates summed up 
Europe’s contribution to the Libya operation:

[W]hile every alliance member voted for the 
Libya mission, less than half have participated 
at all, and fewer than a third have been willing 
to participate in the strike mission. Frankly, 
many of those allies sitting on the sidelines do 
so not because they do not want to par-
ticipate, but simply because they can’t. The 
military capabilities simply aren’t there.62

The lack of defense investment by Euro-
peans has also had a direct impact on recent 
overseas operations. At the height of the com-
bat operations in Afghanistan, many Euro-
pean NATO members were having difficulty 
deploying just dozens of troops at a time. The 
Europeans’ contribution to the air campaign 
against the Islamic State has been meager 
considering the size of their air forces. When 
Europeans do send troops, many are often 
restricted by numerous nationally imposed 

limitations on their activities (commonly 
called “caveats”). In Afghanistan, examples 
included no flying at night or no combat pa-
trols beyond a certain distance from a base 
that limits their usefulness to the NATO com-
mander.63 In the campaign against the Islamic 
State, the few European countries that are 
conducting air strikes will do so only in Iraq 
even though the terrorist group is very active 
(and has its headquarters) in Syria. Lack of 
naval investment is also problematic. Jamie 
Shea, NATO’s Deputy Assistant Secretary 
General for Emerging Security Challenges, 
stated in May 2016 that a “lack of ships” is a 
growing problem for the alliance.64This lack 
of capability is mainly the result of a decrease 
in defense investment by the members of 
NATO since the end of the Cold War and a 
lack of political will to use military capability 
when and where it is needed.

Germany. In 2015, Germany announced 
plans to increase defense spending by 6.2 per-
cent over five years.65 In 2016, its defense bud-
get increased by €1.2 billion.66 The planned 
increase will raise the overall defense budget 
from €34.3 billion in 2016 to €39.2 billion by 
2020.67 However, at 1.2 percent of GDP in 2015, 
German defense spending is still well below 
the NATO benchmark of 2 percent of GDP.68 
Germany reportedly will focus increased de-
fense euros “on cyber defense and naval capa-
bilities as well as aerial surveillance.”69

The German military struggles with equip-
ment that is in disrepair or short supply. In 
2015, Germany spent only 13.3 percent of its 
defense budget on equipment,70 well below 
the 25 percent, 23.4 percent, and 26.1 percent 
spent by France, the U.K., and the U.S., respec-
tively. The results of this underinvestment are 
evident. According to news descriptions of a 
Bundestag report, for example, only seven of 
43 German naval helicopters are flightworthy, 
only one of four German submarines is opera-
tional, and only 70 of 80 GTK Boxer Armored 
Vehicles are fit for deployment.71

The air force faces similar challenges. In 
2014, according to a parliamentary report, 
less than half of Germany’s fighter jets were 
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ready for use,72 and in December 2015, a de-
fense ministry report revealed that the situ-
ation had further deteriorated to the point 
where only 29 of 66 German Tornadoes were 
airworthy.73 Worse still, the Tornadoes cur-
rently flying surveillance missions over Iraq 
and Syria cannot “fly night missions because 
of a glare problem involving cockpit displays 
and pilots’ goggles.”74 Germany continues to 
utilize a 50-year-old transport plane because 
of a five-year delay in delivery of new Airbus 
A400M transports.75

In September 2015, the German govern-
ment announced plans to phase out the army’s 
standard G36 rifle starting in 2019 after em-
barrassing reports that the G36 loses accura-
cy when sustaining fire in hot temperatures.76 
Funding for equipment for the army, however, 
was increased by 8.4 percent in 2015.77

The German forces participating in a 
NATO training exercise in Norway substi-
tuted broomsticks for machine guns that 
they did not have.78 The units involved are 
assigned to the Spearhead force, which was 
created at the Wales summit as a key element 
in NATO’s response to Russian aggression 
against Ukraine.79 German Defense Minis-
ter Ursula von der Leyen has admitted that 
Germany is currently unable to meet NATO’s 
readiness targets.80 In an especially embar-
rassing episode, German soldiers taking part 
in the Cold Response 2016 exercise in Norway 
in February and March 2016 had to leave early 
after 12 days because they had exceeded their 
overtime limits.81

The German army, buoyed by conscription, 
was 585,000 strong in 1990 at the end of the 
Cold War.82 Today, the Bundeswehr has only 
177,000 members.83 Germany will add 7,000 
new positions by 2023.84 The decision marks 
the first time since the end of the Cold War 
that the German army has added troops to 
its ranks. Additionally, civilian personnel in 
the army will rise from the current 56,000 to 
60,400, an addition of 4,400 civilians on top of 
the 7,000 increase in soldiers.85 In May 2016, 
the German Defense Minister announced that 
the government would seek parliamentary 

approval to remove the 185,000-person cap 
for the Bundeswehr.86

Germany will spend 240 million euros to 
keep dual-capable Tornado aircraft, an im-
portant piece of NATO’s nuclear deterrent, 
flying until 2024.87 However, it is also cutting 
procurement and decommissioning certain 
specific capabilities, a burden that will fall 
primarily on its army and air force. Germany 
has announced procurement of 18 Sea Lion-
variant helicopters and 82 tactical transport 
helicopters from Airbus, reportedly to com-
pensate for cancelled and reduced procure-
ment elsewhere.88

At the United Nations in September 2014, 
German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier called for greater German engage-
ment in the world, but he focused principally 
on diplomatic rather than military engage-
ment.89 Germany has supplied weapons to 
Kurdish troops fighting ISIS in Iraq, including 
rifles and MILAN anti-tank guided missiles 
and Panzerfaust 3 rockets.90 In 2016, it also 
increased the number of trainers it has on the 
ground in Iraq, but they are not allowed to en-
gage in offensive operations.91

Overall, Germany has been increasing its 
military participation abroad. As of December 
2015, 2,696 German soldiers were deployed 
overseas.92 Included in this number are con-
tributions to NATO’s KFOR peacekeeping 
mission in Kosovo and NATO’s Operation 
Active Fence in Turkey.93 In early 2016, Ger-
many also increased its troop contribution 
to NATO’s Resolute Support Mission in Af-
ghanistan to 980 soldiers, the second-largest 
contribution after the U.S.94 Germany partici-
pates in the EU Training Mission in Mali and 
in 2016 sent an additional 500 soldiers to sup-
port the U.N. Multidimensional Integrated 
Stabilization Mission in Mali.95 Germany has 
elected not to participate in the air campaign 
to bomb ISIS targets, although in 2016 it did 
send six Tornadoes to fly reconnaissance mis-
sions over Iraq and Syria, as well as a frigate to 
assist in protecting the French aircraft carrier 
Charles de Gaulle.96 From September 2015–
January 2016, Germany contributed four 
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Typhoons to Baltic Air Policing. It also has 
pledged 1,000 troops for the Very High Readi-
ness Joint Task Force (VJTF), the spearhead 
force created after the NATO Wales summit.97

Despite increased engagement overseas, 
however, Germany has pushed back against 
NATO efforts to base troops and heavy weap-
ons permanently in Eastern Europe.98 Ger-
many is hemmed in by a largely historical 
legacy of public reluctance to support stron-
ger military engagement beyond its borders. 
A Bertelsmann Foundation poll in April 2016 
found that only 31 percent of Germans would 
support sending German troops to defend the 
Baltic States or Poland from Russian attack.99 
As a result, German military contributions to 
NATO remain limited. Budget increases are 
still modest, and with much more time and 
money needed to build real defense capa-
bilities, Germany will continue to be an eco-
nomic powerhouse with mismatched mili-
tary capabilities.

France. Although France rejoined NATO’s 
Integrated Command Structure in 2009, it 
remains outside the alliance’s nuclear plan-
ning group. France spent 1.8 percent of GDP 
on defense in 2015, spending a quarter of its 
defense budget on equipment (only Luxem-
bourg, Poland, Turkey, and the U.S. spend a 
higher percentage on equipment).100 France 
had a defense budget of €31.4 billion in 2015; 
by 2019, the budget is expected to total €34 
billion.101 While the country kept a NATO 
Wales summit commitment to protect de-
fense from further budget cuts, its defense 
spending remains well below 2 percent of 
GDP. François Heisbourg has likened French 
defense spending under President Hollande 
and his predecessor Nicolas Sarkozy to “slow 
erosion, rather than severe cuts.”102

Despite this erosion, France maintains a 
competent, professional military with robust 
capabilities. France has a 209,000-strong ac-
tive military force103 that includes 200 tanks; 
one aircraft carrier; 10 submarines, four of 
which are ballistic missile submarines; 202 
combat aircraft; and 80 transport aircraft.104 
France also remains politically and militarily 

dedicated to retaining an independent nucle-
ar deterrent. Approximately one-fourth of 
France’s defense acquisition budget is spent 
on the nation’s nuclear deterrent.105 In Febru-
ary 2015, President Hollande reiterated the 
French commitment to maintaining this de-
terrent: “The international context does not 
allow for any weakness…. [T]he era of nuclear 
deterrence is therefore not over.”106

France withdrew the last of its troops in 
Afghanistan at the end of 2014, although all 
French combat troops had left in 2012. All 
told, France lost 89 soldiers and 700 wounded 
in Afghanistan.107 In September 2014, France 
launched Operation Chammal, its contribu-
tion to the air campaign against the Islamic 
State in Iraq. In February 2015, the aircraft 
carrier Charles de Gaulle joined the operation, 
halving the flying time needed for French 
fighters to strike targets in Iraq. Previously, 
all of France’s fighters had flown from bases 
in the United Arab Emirates or Jordan.108 The 
Charles de Gaulle left the Persian Gulf in April 
2015 but returned to the eastern Mediterra-
nean in late November 2015 to strike targets 
in Syria.109 In September 2015, a year after 
the commencement of Operation Chammal, 
France launched its first air strikes against 
targets in Syria.110

France has 1,000 soldiers,111 one frigate, 
eight Mirage and six Rafale fighter jets, one 
air-to-air refueling plane, one AWACS, and 
one maritime patrol aircraft,112 in addition to 
the approximately 26 aircraft on the Charles 
De Gaulle, involved in operations against 
ISIS.113 In December 2015, a French com-
mander aboard the Charles de Gaulle took 
command of U.S. Naval Forces Central Com-
mand’s Task Force 50, overseeing naval strike 
operations against ISIS.114 It was the first time 
a French officer had ever commanded a U.S. 
Navy task force.115

The French military is also active in Africa, 
particularly in countries where France main-
tains cultural and historical ties. France has 
over 3,000 troops, 17 helicopters, 200 tanks, 
and six fighter jets involved in anti-terror-
ism operations in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 
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Mauritania, and Niger as part of Operation 
Barkhane.116 In 2016, France will end Opera-
tion Sangaris in the Central African Repub-
lic (CAR), begun in 2013, but 300 of France’s 
900 troops currently in the CAR will remain 
as part of the U.N. Peacekeeping mission and 
EU training mission there.117 France also con-
tinues to take part in the EU’s ATALANTA 
anti-piracy mission off the coast of Somalia 
and its own anti-piracy mission in the Gulf of 
Guinea118 in addition to a host of smaller U.N. 
and EU peacekeeping and training missions 
in Africa and Lebanon.119

The French economy continues to sputter 
along, growing by 0.5 percent in the first quar-
ter of 2016;120 an enormous debt hampers an 
economy in need of structural reforms. Many 
analysts believe that under the current real-
ity, “it is unlikely that France will be able to 
return to sustained economic growth and thus 
broaden its budget base.”121 The lagging econo-
my has put further pressure on investments in 
defense. However, in November, in the wake of 
terrorist attacks in Paris, President Hollande 
announced that planned cuts in defense per-
sonnel will be deferred through 2019.122

The political and economic importance of 
the defense industry in France impedes deep 
defense cuts but does not prevent them alto-
gether. The defense industry is so important, 
both in terms of cash flow to France’s coffers 
and to its prestige as a significant supplier of 
arms and advanced equipment, that the gov-
ernment waited months following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine to suspend indefinitely 
its delivery to Russia of two Mistral war-
ships. The sale was finally cancelled in Au-
gust 2015,123 and France sold the mistrals to 
Egypt.124 (The Egyptian navy is slated to take 
delivery of the mistrals by September 2016,125 
and France is reported to have paid Russia $1.1 
billion for cancellation of the sale.126) In Feb-
ruary 2015, France signed a deal with Egypt to 
export 24 Rafale fighter jets, the first foreign 
order for the planes.127 In March 2016, Qatar 
and France signed a $7.5 billion deal for 24 Ra-
fale jets and an undisclosed number of MBDA 
missiles, including training for 36 pilots and 

100 mechanics.128 In April 2016, the French 
group DCNS won a contract from Australia to 
build 12 submarines worth an estimated €34 
billion.129 According to the French defense in-
dustry group GIFAS, orders were 2.3 percent 
higher in 2015 than in 2014.130

The United Kingdom. America’s most 
important bilateral relationship in Europe 
is the Special Relationship with the United 
Kingdom. Culturally, both countries value 
liberal democracy, a free-market economy, 
and human rights at a time when many other 
nations around the world are rejecting those 
values. The U.S. and the U.K. also face the 
same global security challenges: a resurgent 
Russia, the rise of the Islamic State, increas-
ing cyber attacks, and nuclear proliferation 
in Iran.

In his famous 1946 “Sinews of Peace” 
speech—now better known as his “Iron Cur-
tain” speech—Winston Churchill described 
the Anglo–American relationship as one that 
is based, first and foremost, on defense and 
military cooperation. From the sharing of 
intelligence to the transfer of nuclear tech-
nology, a high degree of military cooperation 
has helped to make the Special Relationship 
between the U.S. and the U.K. unique. Then-
U.K. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher made 
clear the essence of the Special Relationship 
between the U.K. and the U.S. when she first 
met then-U.S.S.R. President Mikhail Gor-
bachev in 1984: “I am an ally of the United 
States. We believe the same things, we believe 
passionately in the same battle of ideas, we 
will defend them to the hilt. Never try to sepa-
rate me from them.”131

Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the United 
Kingdom has proven itself to be America’s 
number one military partner. For example, 
Britain provided 46,000 troops for the 2003 
invasion of Iraq. At the height of this commit-
ment, the U.K. also deployed 10,000 troops to 
one of the deadliest parts of Afghanistan—an 
area that at its peak accounted for 20 percent 
of the country’s total violence—while many 
other NATO allies operated in the relative 
safety of the North.
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In 2015, the U.K. conducted a defense re-

view, the results of which have driven a mod-
est increase in defense spending and an ef-
fort to reverse some of the cuts that had been 
implemented pursuant to the previous review 
in 2010. Though its military is small in com-
parison to the militaries of France and Ger-
many, the U.K. maintains the most effective 
armed forces in European NATO. In recent 
years, it has increased funding for its highly 
respected Special Forces. By 2020, the Royal 
Air Force (RAF) will operate a fleet of F-35 
and Typhoon fighter aircraft, the latter be-
ing upgraded to carry out ground attacks. The 
RAF recently brought into service a new fleet 
of air-to-air refuelers, which is particularly 
noteworthy because of the severe shortage 
of this capability in Europe. With the U.K., 
the U.S. produced and has jointly operated an 
intelligence-gathering platform, the RC-135 
Rivet Joint aircraft, which has already seen 
service in Mali, Nigeria, and Iraq and is now 
part of the RAF fleet.

The U.K. operates seven C-17 cargo planes 
and has started to bring the European A400M 
cargo aircraft into service after years of delays. 
The 2015 defense review recommended keep-
ing 14 C-130Js in service even though they 
initially were going to be removed from the 
force structure. The Sentinel R1, an airborne 
battlefield and ground surveillance aircraft, 
originally was due to be removed from the 
force structure in 2015, but its service is be-
ing extended to at least 2025, and the U.K. will 
soon start operating the P-8 Poseidon mari-
time patrol aircraft. The U.S. and U.K. are in 
discussions with regard to filling the U.K.’s an-
tisubmarine gap until the new P-8s come into 
service in 2019.132 In November 2015, a French 
maritime patrol aircraft had to assist the Roy-
al Navy in searching for a Russian submarine 
off the coast of Scotland.133

The Royal Navy’s surface fleet is based 
on the new Type-45 Destroyer and the older 
Type-23 Frigate. The latter will be replaced 
by the Type-26 Global Combat Ship some-
time in the 2020s. In total, the U.K. operates 
only 19 frigates and destroyers, which most 

experts agree is dangerously low for the com-
mitment asked of the Royal Navy. Neverthe-
less, the Royal Navy still delivers a formida-
ble capability.

The U.K. will not have an aircraft car-
rier in service until around 2020 when the 
first Queen Elizabeth-class carrier enters 
service. This will be the largest carrier oper-
ated in Europe. Two of her class will be built, 
and both will enter service. Additionally, the 
Royal Navy is introducing seven Astute-class 
attack submarines as it phases out its older 
Trafalgar-class. Crucially, the U.K. maintains 
a fleet of 13 Mine Counter Measure Vessels 
(MCMVs) that deliver world-leading capabil-
ity and play an important role in Persian Gulf 
security contingency planning.

Perhaps the Royal Navy’s most important 
contribution is its continuous-at-sea, sub-
marine-based nuclear deterrent based on the 
Vanguard-class ballistic missile submarine 
and the Trident missile. In July 2016, the 
House of Commons voted to renew Trident, 
approving the manufacture of four replace-
ment submarines. However, the replacement 
submarines are not expected to enter service 
until 2028 at the earliest.134

Turkey. Turkey has been an important 
U.S. ally since the closing days of World War 
II. During the Korean War, it deployed a total 
of 15,000 troops and suffered 721 killed in ac-
tion and more than 2,000 wounded. Turkey 
joined NATO in 1952, one of only two NATO 
members (the other was Norway) that had a 
land border with the Soviet Union. Today, it 
continues to play an active role in the alliance, 
but not without challenges. A significant low 
point in U.S.–Turkish relations came in 2003 
when the Turkish parliament voted by a small 
margin (264 to 250) to deny the U.S. access 
to its territory for an invasion of Iraq. Under 
the leadership of President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, Turkey has been a challenging part-
ner for the West, but it remains an important 
partner and NATO member.

Turkey is vitally important to Europe’s 
energy security. It is the gateway to the re-
source-rich Caucasus and Caspian Basin and 
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controls the Bosporus, one of the most impor-
tant shipping straits in the world. Several ma-
jor gas and oil pipelines run through Turkey. 
As new oilfields are developed in the Central 
Asian states, and given Europe’s dependence 
on Russian oil and gas, Turkey can be expect-
ed to play an increasingly important role in 
Europe’s energy security.

On July 15, 2016, elements of the Turkish 
armed forces attempted a coup d’état against 
the increasingly Islamist-leaning leadership 
of President Erdogan. This was the fourth 
coup since 1960 (the fifth if one counts the so-
called post-modern coup in 1997). In each pre-
vious case, the military had been successful, 
and democracy was returned to the people; in 
this case, however, Erdogan immediately en-
forced a state of emergency and cracked down 
on many aspects of government, the military, 
and civil society. Tens of thousands of civil 
servants, judges, and academics have been 
arrested, dismissed, or banned from interna-
tional travel. Approximately one-third of all 
general officers in the Turkish military have 
been dismissed. Although all opposition par-
ties condemned the coup attempt, the failed 
plot has enabled Erdogan to consolidate more 
power. His response to the coup has further 
eroded Turkey’s democracy, once consid-
ered a model for the region. Senior govern-
ment officials’ erratic and at times hyperbolic 
statements alleging U.S. involvement in the 
coup, combined with Erdogan’s rapproche-
ment with Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
have brought U.S.–Turkish relations to an all-
time low.

Notwithstanding the fallout from the coup, 
U.S. security interests in the region lend con-
siderable importance to America’s relation-
ship with Turkey . Turkey is home to Incir-
lik Air Base, a major U.S. and NATO air base. 
After an initial period of vacillation in deal-
ing with the threat from the Islamic State, a 
spate of ISIS attacks that rocked the country 
has led Turkey to play a bigger role in attack-
ing the terrorist group, and Turkey’s military 
contribution to international security op-
erations still sets it apart from many of the 

nations of Western Europe. The Turks have 
deployed thousands of troops to Afghanistan 
and have commanded the International Secu-
rity Assistance Force (ISAF) twice since 2002. 
Turkey continues to maintain more than 
500 troops in Afghanistan as part of NATO’s 
Resolute Support mission, making it the fifth-
largest troop contributor out of 40 nations. 
The Turks also have contributed to a num-
ber of peacekeeping missions in the Balkans, 
still maintain almost 400 troops in Kosovo, 
and have participated in counterpiracy and 
counterterrorism missions off the Horn of Af-
rica. They also deployed planes, frigates, and 
submarines during the NATO-led operation 
in Libya.

Turkey’s 510,600-strong active-duty mili-
tary is NATO’s second-largest after that of the 
United States. A number of major procure-
ment programs in the works include up to 
250 new Altay main battle tanks, 350 T-155 
Fırtına 155mm self-propelled howitzers, six 
Type-214 submarines, and more than 50 
T-129 attack helicopters.135

With respect to procurement, the big-
gest area of contention between Turkey and 
NATO is Turkey’s selection of a missile de-
fense system. In September 2013, Turkey 
selected China Precision Machinery Import–
Export Corporation (CPMIEC) for a $3.44 
billion deal to provide the system. NATO has 
said that no Chinese-built system could be in-
tegrated into any NATO or American missile 
defense system. U.S. officials also have warned 
that any Turkish company that acts as a local 
subcontractor in the program would face seri-
ous U.S. sanctions because CPMIEC has been 
sanctioned under the Iran, North Korea, and 
Syria Nonproliferation Act.136 After increased 
pressure from NATO allies, Ankara opened 
parallel talks with Eurosam, the European 
maker of the Aster 30, and Raytheon/Lock-
heed Martin, the U.S. company offering the 
Patriot system. As of October 9, 2015, a final 
decision had not been made.

The challenge for U.S. and NATO policy-
makers will be to determine whether the af-
termath of the coup represents a long-term 
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shift in Turkey’s foreign policy or whether 
Erdogan’s leadership of Turkey is simply an 
anomaly in an otherwise constructive and 
fruitful security relationship that has lasted 
for decades.

The Baltic States. The U.S. has a long his-
tory of championing the sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity of the Baltic States that dates 
back to the interwar period of the 1920s. Since 
regaining their independence from Russia in 
the early 1990s, the Baltic States have been 
staunch supporters of the transatlantic re-
lationship. Although small in absolute terms, 
the three countries contribute significantly to 
NATO in relative terms.

Estonia. Estonia has been a leader in the 
Baltics in terms of defense spending and is one 
of five NATO members to meet the 2 percent 
of GDP spending benchmark.137 Although the 
Estonian armed forces total only 5,750 active 
duty service personnel (including the army, 
navy, and air force),138 they are held in high re-
gard by their NATO partners and punch well 
above their weight inside the alliance. Since 
1996, almost 1,500 Estonian soldiers have 
served in the Balkans. Between 2003 and 2011, 
455 served in Iraq. Perhaps Estonia’s most im-
pressive deployment has been to Afghanistan: 
more than 2,000 troops deployed between 
2003 and 2014 and the second-highest num-
ber of deaths per capita among all 28 NATO 
members. In 2015, Estonia reintroduced con-
scription for men ages 18–27, who must serve 
eight or 11 months before being added to the 
reserve rolls.139

Estonia has demonstrated that it takes 
defense and security policy seriously, focus-
ing its defense policy on improving defensive 
capabilities at home while maintaining the 
ability to be a strategic actor abroad. Over 
the next few years, Estonia will increase from 
one to two the number of brigades in the or-
der of battle. The goal is to see 50 percent of 
all land forces with the capability to deploy 
beyond national borders. Mindful of NATO’s 
benchmark that each member should spend 
2 percent of GDP on defense, there is a plan-
ning assumption inside the Estonian Ministry 

of Defense that up to 10 percent of the armed 
forces will always be deployed overseas. Esto-
nia is also making efforts to increase the size 
of its rapid reaction reserve force from 18,000 
to 21,000 troops by 2022. This increase and 
modernization includes the recently created 
Cyber Defence League, a reserve force that 
relies heavily on expertise found in the civil-
ian sector.

Latvia. Latvia’s recent military experience 
has also been centered on operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan alongside NATO and U.S. 
forces. Latvia has deployed more than 3,000 
troops to Afghanistan, and between 2003 and 
2008, it deployed 1,165 troops to Iraq. In ad-
dition, Latvia has contributed to a number of 
other international peacekeeping and mili-
tary missions. These are significant numbers 
considering that only 5,310 of Latvia’s troops 
are full-time servicemembers; the remainder 
are reserves.140

Latvia’s 2012 Defense Concept is an ambi-
tious document that charts a path to a bright 
future for the Latvian National Armed Forces 
if followed closely and resourced properly. 
Latvia plans that a minimum of 8 percent of 
its professional armed forces will be deployed 
at any one time but will train to ensure that no 
less than 50 percent will be combat-ready to 
deploy overseas if required. The government 
has stated that the NATO benchmark of 2 per-
cent of GDP in defense spending will be met 
by 2018,141 and spending will be increasing 
steadily until then. Each year, no less than 20 
percent of the Latvian defense budget will be 
allocated to modernizing and procuring new 
military equipment. Latvian Special Forces 
are well respected by their American coun-
terparts. Latvia has continued to upgrade its 
ground-based air defense system, ordering 
seven new Sentinel radars from the U.S. in 
2015.142

Lithuania. Lithuania is the largest of the 
three Baltic States, and its armed forces to-
tal 16,400 active duty troops, an increase of 
50 percent from the previous year.143 Lithu-
ania has also shown steadfast commitment 
to international peacekeeping and military 
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operations. Between 1994 and 2010, more 
than 1,700 Lithuanian troops were deployed 
to the Balkans as part of NATO missions in 
Bosnia, Croatia, and Kosovo. Between 2003 
and 2011, Lithuania sent 930 troops to Iraq. 
Since 2002, just under 3,000 Lithuanian 
troops have served in Afghanistan, a notable 
contribution divided between a special op-
erations mission alongside U.S. and Latvian 
Special Forces and command of a Provisional 
Reconstruction Team (PRT) in Ghor Prov-
ince, making Lithuania one of only a handful 
of NATO members to have commanded a PRT.

Although Lithuania does not meet the 
NATO goal of 2 percent of GDP spent on de-
fense, like Latvia, it has pledged to do so by 
2018.144 In 2017, Lithuania plans to spend €725 
million on defense, approximately 1.8 percent 
of GDP.145 In addition, Lithuania’s decision to 
build a liquefied natural gas import facility at 
Klaipėda has begun to pay dividends, break-
ing Russia’s natural gas monopoly in the re-
gion. In 2016, Norway will overtake Russia as 
the top exporter of natural gas to Lithuania.146

Poland. Situated in the center of Europe, 
Poland shares a border with four NATO allies, 
a long border with Belarus and Ukraine, and 
a 144-mile border with Russia alongside the 
Kaliningrad Oblast. Poland also has a 65-mile 
border with Lithuania, making it the only 
NATO member state that borders any of the 
Baltic States, and NATO’s contingency plans 
for liberating the Baltic States in the event of 
a Russian invasion are reported to rely heav-
ily on Polish troops and ports.147 Poland has an 
active military force of almost 100,000,148 in-
cluding a 48,000-strong army with 971 main 
battle tanks.149 Poland’s Defense Minister has 
declared that “we envisage a fundamental in-
crease in the army, by at least 50 percent over 
the coming years, including the creation of 
three brigades for the territorial defense of 
the country on the eastern flank.”150

While Poland’s main focus is territorial 
defense, the country has 198 troops deployed 
in Afghanistan as part of NATO’s Resolute 
Support Mission.151 Additionally, Poland has 
discussed the possibility of sending F-16s to 

Syria to fly reconnaissance missions.152 Po-
land’s air force has taken part in Baltic Air Po-
licing six times since 2006 and most recently 
in the first half of 2015. In April 2016, Poland 
and the remaining three Visigrád Group na-
tions announced plans, starting in 2017, to be-
gin rotating units of 150 soldiers to the Baltics 
for three months.153

Current U.S. Military Presence in Europe
Former head of U.S. European Command 

General Philip Breedlove has aptly described 
the role of U.S. basing in Europe:

The mature network of U.S. operated bases 
in the EUCOM AOR provides superb training 
and power projection facilities in support of 
steady state operations and contingencies in 
Europe, Eurasia, Africa, and the Middle East. 
This footprint is essential to TRANSCOM’s 
global distribution mission and also pro-
vides critical basing support for intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance assets flying 
sorties in support of AFRICOM, CENTCOM, 
EUCOM, U.S. Special Operations Command, 
and NATO operations.154

At its peak in 1953, because of the Soviet 
threat to Western Europe, the U.S. had ap-
proximately 450,000 troops in Europe operat-
ing across 1,200 sites. During the early 1990s, 
both in response to a perceived reduction in 
the threat from Russia and as part of the so-
called peace dividend following the end of 
the Cold War, U.S. troop numbers in Europe 
were slashed. Between 1990 and 1993, the 
number of U.S. soldiers in Europe decreased 
from 213,000 to 122,000. Their use, however, 
actually increased; during that same period, 
the U.S. Army in Europe supported 42 deploy-
ments that required 95,579 personnel.

Until 2013, the U.S. Army had two heavy 
brigade combat teams in Europe, the 170th 
and 172nd BCTs in Germany; one airborne 
Infantry BCT, the 173rd Airborne Brigade in 
Italy; and one Stryker BCT, the 2nd Armored 
Calvary Regiment in Germany, permanently 
based in Europe. Deactivation of the 170th 
BCT in October 2012—slightly earlier than 
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the planned date of 2013—marked the end of 
a 50-year period during which U.S. combat 
soldiers had been stationed in Baumholder, 
Germany. Deactivation of the 172nd BCT 
took place in October 2013. In all, this meant 
that more than 10,000 soldiers were removed 
from Europe. Moreover, because these two 
heavy brigades constituted Europe’s pri-
mary armored force, their deactivation left 
a significant capability gap not only in the 
U.S. ground forces committed to Europe, but 
also in NATO’s capabilities, a concern noted 
by the 2005 Overseas Basing Commission, 
which warned against removing a heavy BCT 
from Europe.

When the decision was announced in 2012 
to bring two BCTs home, the Obama Admin-
istration said that the reduction in capability 
would be offset with a U.S.-based BCT that, 
when necessary, would rotate forces, normal-
ly at the battalion level, to Europe for training 
missions. This decision unsettled America’s 
allies because, in the words of General Breed-
love, “[p]ermanently stationed forces are a 
force multiplier that rotational deployments 
can never match.”155 Today, with only 65,000 
U.S. troops permanently based in Europe,156 

“[t]he challenge EUCOM faces is ensuring it 
is able to meet its strategic obligations while 
primarily relying on rotational forces from 
the continental United States.”157

The U.S. is on pace to have only 17 main 
operating bases left on the continent,158 pri-
marily in Germany, Italy, the United King-
dom, Turkey, and Spain. The number of U.S. 
installations in Europe has declined steadily 
since the Cold War when, for example, in 1990, 
the U.S. Army alone had more than 850 sites 
in Europe. Today, the total number for all ser-
vices is approximately 350. In January 2015, 
the Department of Defense announced the 
outcome of its European Infrastructure Con-
solidation review, under which 15 minor sites 
across Europe will be closed.159

The U.S. has three different types of mili-
tary installations in the European Com-
mand’s area of responsibility:

• Main operating bases are the large 
U.S. military installations with a 
relatively large number of perma-
nently based troops and well-estab-
lished infrastructure.

• Forward operating sites are intended 
for rotational forces rather than perma-
nently based forces. These installations 
tend to be scalable and adaptable depend-
ing on the circumstances.

• Cooperative security locations have lit-
tle or no permanent U.S. military presence 
and are usually maintained by contractor 
or host-nation support.

EUCOM’s stated mission is to conduct 
military operations, international military 
partnering, and interagency partnering to en-
hance transatlantic security and defend the 
United States as part of a forward defensive 
posture. EUCOM is supported by four service 
component commands and one subordinate 
unified command: U.S. Naval Forces Europe 
(NAVEUR); U.S. Army Europe (USAREUR); 
U.S. Air Forces in Europe (USAFE); U.S. Marine 
Forces Europe (MARFOREUR); and U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command Europe (SOCEUR).

U.S. Naval Forces Europe. NAVEUR is 
responsible for providing overall command, 
operational control, and coordination for 
maritime assets in the EUCOM and Africa 
Command (AFRICOM) areas of responsibil-
ity. This includes more than 20 million square 
nautical miles of ocean and more than 67 per-
cent of the Earth’s coastline.

This command is currently provided by 
the U.S. Sixth Fleet based in Naples and brings 
critical U.S. maritime combat capability to an 
important region of the world. Some of the 
more notable U.S. naval bases in Europe in-
clude the Naval Air Station in Sigonella, Italy; 
the Naval Support Activity Base in Souda Bay, 
Greece; and the Naval Station at Rota, Spain. 
Naval Station Rota is home to four capable 
Aegis-equipped destroyers.160 In addition, 
the USS Mount Whitney, a Blue Ridge-class 
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command ship, is permanently based in the 
region. This ship provides a key command-
and-control platform that was employed suc-
cessfully during the early days of the recent 
Libyan operation.

In 2016, the Navy requested funds to up-
grade facilities at Keflavik Air Station in Ice-
land to enable operations of P-8 Poseidon 
aircraft in the region. The P-8, with a combat 
radius of 1,200 nautical miles, is capable of 
flying missions over the entirety of the GIUK 
(Greenland, Iceland, and United Kingdom) 
gap, which has seen an increase in Russian 
submarine activity.

The U.S. Navy also keeps a number of 
submarines in the area that contribute to 
EUCOM’s intelligence, surveillance, and re-
connaissance (ISR) capacities. The British 
Overseas Territory of Gibraltar, for example, 
frequently hosts U.S. nuclear-powered sub-
marines. Docking U.S. nuclear-powered sub-
marines in Spain is problematic and bureau-
cratic, making access to Gibraltar’s Z berths 
vital. Gibraltar is the best place in the Medi-
terranean to carry out repair work. Strong 
U.S.–U.K. military cooperation helps the U.S. 
to keep submarine assets integrated into the 
European theater. The U.S. Navy also has 
a fleet of P-3 Maritime Patrol Aircraft and 
EP-3 Reconnaissance Aircraft operating from 
U.S. bases in Italy, Greece, Spain, and Turkey. 
They complement the ISR capabilities of U.S. 
submarines.

U.S. Army Europe. USAREUR was estab-
lished in 1952. Then as today, the U.S. Army 
formed the bulk of U.S. forces in Europe. At 
the height of the Cold War, 277,000 soldiers 
and thousands of tanks, armored personnel 
carriers, and tactical nuclear weapons were 
positioned at the Army’s European bases. US-
AREUR also contributed to U.S. operations 
in the broader region, such as the U.S. inter-
vention in Lebanon in 1985, when it deployed 
8,000 soldiers for four months from bases in 
Europe. In the 1990s, after the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall, USAREUR continued to play a vital 
role in promoting U.S. interests in the region, 
especially in the Balkans.

USAREUR is headquartered in Wiesbaden, 
Germany. The core of USAREUR is formed 
around two BCTs and an aviation brigade lo-
cated in Germany and Italy. In addition, the 
U.S. Army’s 21st Theater Sustainment Com-
mand has helped the U.S. military presence in 
Europe to become an important logistics hub 
in support of Central Command.

In June 2015, the U.S. announced the re-
introduction into Europe of vehicles and 
equipment for one armored BCT. In Decem-
ber 2015, U.S. Army Europe and Army Mate-
riel Command began to store the European 
Activity Set (EAS) in prepositioned sites in 
Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Romania.161 The EAS 
equipment will remain in Europe; after it is 
upgraded and repaired, it will be transitioned 
into the core of the static Army Prepositioned 
Stocks (APS), first announced in February 
2016.162 The APS will be stored in Belgium, 
Germany, and the Netherlands.163 According 
to General Breedlove, while the U.S. plans to 
utilize preexisting locations for APS upgrades 
and storage, “new locations…may be needed 
given the 80% reduction of European infra-
structure over the past 25 years and NATO’s 
expansion along its eastern boundary.”164

The U.S. plans continuous troop rotations 
of U.S.-based armored brigade combat teams 
(ABCTs) to Europe. The additional rotational 
BCT in Europe will be in place by February 
2017.165 The ABCTs will be on nine-month 
rotations and will travel with their assigned 
equipment to Europe to demonstrate an abil-
ity to deploy troops and equipment from the 
U.S. to Europe.166

U.S. Air Forces in Europe. USAFE pro-
vides a forward-based air capability that can 
support a wide range of contingency opera-
tions ranging from direct combat operations 
in Afghanistan and Libya to humanitar-
ian assistance in Tunisia and Israel. USAFE 
originated as the 8th Air Force in 1942 and 
flew strategic bombing missions over the 
European continent during World War II. 
In August 1945, the 8th Air Force was redes-
ignated USAFE with 17,000 airplanes and 
450,000 personnel.
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Today, USAFE has seven main operating 

bases along with 114 geographically separated 
locations.167 The main operating bases are the 
RAF bases at Lakenheath and Mildenhall in 
the U.K., Ramstein and Spangdahlem Air Bas-
es in Germany, Lajes Field in the Azores, In-
cirlik Air Base in Turkey, and Aviano Air Base 
in Italy. As part of the European Infrastruc-
ture Consolidation process, RAF Milden-
hall, which houses KC-135 Stratotankers and 
3,900 American military personnel, is expect-
ed to close in the next few years. By 2020, RAF 
Lakenheath will be home to two squadrons of 
F-35s, making it the first location in Europe 
for the USAF’s new fighter jets.168 Approxi-
mately 39,000 active-duty, reserve, and civil-
ian personnel are assigned to USAFE.169

As part of ERI, in August 2015, the United 
States temporarily deployed F-22 Raptors 
to Europe for the first time, as four were de-
ployed to Spangdahlem Air base170 in Ger-
many for training exercises. The planes flew 
direct from Tyndall Air Force Base FL to Ger-
many to showcase an ability to quickly rein-
troduce air power to Europe.171 In August 2015, 
two F-22s172 flew briefly to Poland and Estonia 
as a test of ability to get in and out of airbases 
in eastern member states.173 The planes re-
turned to the U.S. in mid-September 2015.174

In April and May 2016, 12 F-22s from Tyn-
dall AFB were deployed to RAF Lakenheath 
for additional exercises.175 In April 2016, Ro-
mania’s Mihail Kogalniceanu Airport hosted 
two F-22s briefly for a NATO training exercise. 
The exercise to showcase rapid deployments 
to forward operating bases marked the first 
time F-22s had landed in Romania.176 Two F-
22s also deployed briefly from Lakenheath 
to Šiauliai Air Base in Lithuania.177 General 
Frank Gorenc, commander of U.S. Air Forces 
in Europe and U.S. Air Forces in Africa, said 
that the deployment was conducted to “test 
our infrastructure, aircraft capabilities and 
the talented Airmen and allies who will host 
these aircraft in Europe.”178

Additionally, in 2015, the U.S. sent three 
Theater Security Packages (TSPs) to Europe. 
The first consisted of 12 A-10C Thunderbolts 

from Arizona, deployed for six months from 
Spangdahlem, RAF Lakenheath, and Poland 
from February–August 2015.179 In April 2015, 
the second TSP, consisting of 12 F-15C fight-
ers from Florida and Oregon, was deployed to 
Leeuwarden airbase in the Netherlands be-
fore being deployed to Bulgaria.180 Nine of the 
F-15Cs returned to the U.S. at the end of June 
2015.181 In September 2015, a third TSP, con-
sisting of 12 A-10s from Georgia, was deployed 
for six months to Amari Air Base in Estonia 
for training exercises.182

In April 2016, the U.S. deployed a fourth 
TSP, consisting of 12 F-15C Eagles, to Europe 
for six months. Six F-15s were deployed to 
Leeuwarden in the Netherlands and took part 
in Exercise Frisian Flag. The remaining six F-
15s deployed to Keflavik, Iceland, to take part 
in NATO’s Air Policing mission there.183 The 
F-15s will forward deploy temporarily to Bul-
garia, Estonia, and Romania184 and remain in 
Europe until September 2016.185 Six F-15s and 
100 members of Oregon’s National Guard de-
ployed to Finland in May 2016.186

U.S. Marine Forces Europe. MARFO-
REUR was established in 1980. It was origi-
nally a “designate” component command, 
meaning that it was only a shell during peace-
time but could bolster its forces during war-
time. Its initial staff was 40 personnel based 
in London. By 1989, it had more than 180 Ma-
rines in 45 separate locations in 19 countries 
throughout the European theater. Today, the 
command is based in Boeblingen, Germany, 
and has approximately 1,500 Marines as-
signed to support EUCOM, NATO, and other 
operations, such as Operation Enduring Free-
dom.187 It was also dual-hatted as the Marine 
Corps Forces, Africa (MARFORAF) under Af-
rica Command in 2008.

In the past, MARFOREUR has supported U.S. 
Marine units deployed in the Balkans and the 
Middle East. MARFOREUR also supports the 
Norway Air Landed Marine Air Ground Task 
Force, the Marine Corps’ only land-based prepo-
sitioned stock. The Marine Corps has enough 
prepositioned stock in Norway to support a 
force of 13,000 Marines for 30 days, and the 
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Norwegian government covers half of the costs 
of the prepositioned storage. The prepositioned 
stock’s proximity to the Arctic region makes it 
of particular geostrategic importance.

Crucially, MARFOREUR provides the U.S. 
with rapid reaction capability to protect U.S. 
embassies in North Africa. The Special-Pur-
pose Marine Air-Ground Task Force–Crisis 
Response–Africa (SPMAGTF) is currently 
located in Spain, Italy, and Romania and pro-
vides a response force of 1,550 Marines.188 In 
July 2015, Spain and the United States signed 
the Third Protocol of Amendment to the U.S.–
Spanish Agreement for Defense and Coopera-
tion, which allows the U.S. Marine Corps to 
station up to 2,200 military personnel, 21 air-
craft, and 500 non-military employees per-
manently at Morón Air Base.189 The Defense 
Department states that “a surge capability 
was included in the amendment of another 
800 dedicated military crisis-response task 
force personnel and 14 aircraft at Moron, for 
a total of 3,500 U.S. military and civilian per-
sonnel and 35 aircraft.”190 This has been par-
ticularly important since the tragic events of 
September 2013, when the U.S. ambassador 
to Libya and three others were killed in Beng-
hazi, and the rise of the Islamic State, both 
in Libya as a result of the power vacuum left 
in the overthrow of the Qadhafi regime and 
elsewhere in North Africa. The Defense De-
partment also states that the Morón Air Base 
deployments have led in part to a 50 percent 
increase in joint training exercises over the 
past two years.191

The Marine Corps also maintains a Black 
Sea Rotational Force (BSRF) composed of 
rotational units sent to the Black Sea region 
to conduct training events with regional 
partners. In FY 2017, the BSRF is expected 
to receive $18 million to “increase the vol-
ume and scope of engagements with NATO 
Allies and partners conducted from Mihail 
Kogălniceanu (MK) Air Base, Romania and 
Novo Selo, Bulgaria.”192

U.S. Special Operations Command Eu-
rope. SOCEUR is the only subordinate uni-
fied command under EUCOM. Its origins are 

in the Support Operations Command Eu-
rope, and it was initially based in Paris. This 
headquarters provided peacetime planning 
and operational control of special operations 
forces during unconventional warfare in EU-
COM’s area of responsibility. In 1955, the 
headquarters was reconfigured as a joint task 
force and was renamed Support Operations 
Task Force Europe (SOTFE) and later Special 
Operations Task Force Europe. When French 
President Charles de Gaulle forced American 
troops out of France in 1966, SOTFE relocat-
ed to its current headquarters in Panzer Kas-
erne near Stuttgart, Germany, in 1967. It also 
operates out of RAF Mildenhall. In 1982, it 
was redesignated for a fourth time as U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command Europe.

Due to the sensitive nature of special op-
erations, publicly available information is 
scarce. However, it has been documented 
that SOCEUR elements participated in vari-
ous capacity-building missions and civilian 
evacuation operations in Africa; took an ac-
tive role in the Balkans in the mid-1990s and 
in combat operations in the Iraq and Afghani-
stan wars; and most recently supported AF-
RICOM’s Operation Odyssey Dawn in Libya. 
SOCEUR also plays an important role in joint 
training with European allies; since June 
2014, it has maintained an almost continu-
ous presence in the Baltic States and Poland 
in order to train special operations forces in 
those countries.193 SOCEUR is expected to 
receive an additional $25 million in FY 2017 
for an increased presence in Eastern Europe. 
The initiative will help allies to “counter ma-
lign influence” while expanding partnerships 
between U.S. National Guard units and Euro-
pean allies’ special operations forces.194

EUCOM has played an important role in 
supporting other combatant commands, such 
as CENTCOM and AFRICOM. Out of the 
65,000 U.S. troops based in Europe, almost 
10,000 are there to support other combatant 
commands. The facilities available in EU-
COM allowed the U.S. to play a leading role in 
combating Ebola in western Africa during the 
2014 outbreak.
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In addition to CENTCOM and AFRICOM, 

U.S. troops in Europe have worked closely 
with U.S. Cyber Command (CYBERCOM) to 
implement Department of Defense cyber pol-
icy in Europe and to bolster the cyber defense 
capabilities of America’s European partners. 
This work has included hosting a number of 
cyber-related conferences and joint exercises 
with European partners.

In the past year, there have been signifi-
cant advancements in improving cyber secu-
rity in Europe. EUCOM’s first Cyber Combat 
Mission Team (CMT) and Cyber Protection 
Team (CPT) recently reached initial opera-
tional capability. These teams will provide the 
U.S. with new capabilities to protect systems, 
information, and infrastructure.195 EUCOM 
has also supported CYBERCOM’s work in-
side NATO by becoming a full member of the 
NATO Cooperative Cyber Defense Center of 
Excellence in Tallinn, Estonia.

U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe
In addition to the French and British nu-

clear capabilities, the U.S. maintains tactical 
nuclear weapons in Europe. It is believed that 
until the end of the Cold War, the U.S. main-
tained approximately 2,500 nuclear warheads 
in Europe. Unofficial estimates put the cur-
rent figure at between 150 and 200 warheads 
based in Italy, Turkey, Germany, Belgium, 
and the Netherlands.196 All of these weapons 
are free-fall gravity bombs designed for use 
with U.S. and allied dual-capable aircraft. The 
bombs are undergoing a Life Extension Pro-
gram that it is anticipated will add at least 20 
years to the weapons’ life span.197

While some in NATO have suggested that 
American tactical nuclear weapons in Europe 
are a Cold War anachronism and should be re-
moved from the continent, NATO’s 2012 De-
terrence and Defense Posture Review (DDPR) 
affirmed that “nuclear weapons are a core 
component of NATO’s overall capabilities for 
deterrence and defence alongside conven-
tional and missile defence forces.”198 As if to 
underscore NATO’s continued concern about 
sustaining a nuclear deterrent capability, 

Russia has acted in ways that highlight its sta-
tus as a potent nuclear weapons power with 
an extensive nuclear weapons modernization 
program. Further, it has repeatedly violated 
a host of arms control agreements, includ-
ing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, which is particularly relevant for the 
European allies.

Key Infrastructure and 
Warfighting Capabilities

Perhaps one of the major advantages of 
having U.S. forces in Europe is the access 
it provides to logistical infrastructure. For 
example, EUCOM supports the U.S. Trans-
portation Command (TRANSCOM) with its 
array of airbases and access to ports through-
out Europe.

EUCOM supported TRANSCOM with 
work on the Northern Distribution Network 
(NDN), which supplied U.S. troops in Af-
ghanistan during major combat operations 
there. For example, in 2011, when the security 
situation in Pakistan did not allow passage for 
NATO supplies, EUCOM’s Deployment and 
Distribution Operations Center moved 21,574 
containers and 32,206 tons of equipment 
through Europe to Afghanistan over the NDN. 
EUCOM could not support these TRANS-
COM initiatives without the infrastructure 
and relationships established by the perma-
nent U.S. military presence in Europe.

Europe is a mature and advanced operat-
ing environment. America’s decades-long 
presence there means that the U.S. has tried 
and tested systems that involve moving large 
numbers of matériel and personnel into, in-
side, and out of the continent. This offers an 
operating environment second to none in 
terms of logistical capability. For example, 
there are more than 166,000 miles of rail 
line in Europe (not including Russia), and 
an estimated 90 percent of roads in Europe 
are paved. The U.S. enjoys access to a wide 
array of airfields and ports across the con-
tinent. Major European ports used by the 
U.S. military include Rotterdam, the Nether-
lands; Bremerhaven, Germany; and Livorno, 
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Italy. The Rhine River also offers access to the 
heartland of Europe. General Gorenc has de-
scribed plans to use additional funds from the 
ERI to further develop airfields in Eastern Eu-
rope, citing the Baltics, Poland, Romania, and 
Bulgaria as potential projects.199 Such airfield 
infrastructure projects could help to make 
airfields in Eastern Europe “an easier place 
to go to accomplish what I call high-volume/
high velocity kind of operations.”200

More often than not, the security interests 
of the United States will coincide with those 
of its European allies. This means that access 
to bases and logistical infrastructure is usu-
ally guaranteed. However, there have been 
times when certain European countries have 
not allowed access to their territory for U.S. 
military operations.

In 1986, U.S. intelligence connected the ter-
rorist bombing of a nightclub in West Germany 
to the Libyan government and responded with 
an air strike. On April 15, 1986, the U.S. Air 
Force in Europe struck a number of Libyan 
military assets in retaliation. Because France, 
Spain, and Italy prohibited use of their air-
space due to domestic political concerns, the 
U.S. aircraft flew around the Iberian Peninsula, 
which required multiple in-flight refuelings.201

In 2003, on the eve of the U.S. invasion of 
Iraq, the Turkish Parliament voted to prevent 
the U.S. from using Turkish territory to open 
a northern front. Thankfully, the U.S. had ac-
cess to excellent logistical infrastructure in 
Italy. The 173rd Airborne Brigade had moved 
all of its equipment by rail to the port of Livor-
no for movement to Kuwait by sea. Despite 
the Turkish decision to refuse use of its coun-
try for offensive operations, the brigade was 
still able to move it all back rapidly by rail to 
Aviano Air Base so that it could be parachuted 
into Northern Iraq.

Some of the world’s most important ship-
ping lanes are also in the European region. In 
fact, the world’s busiest shipping lane is the 
English Channel, through which 500 ships 
a day transit, not including small boats and 
pleasure craft. Approximately 90 percent of 
the world’s trade travels by sea. Given the high 

volume of maritime traffic in the European re-
gion, no U.S. or NATO military operation can 
be undertaken without consideration of how 
these shipping lanes offer opportunity—and 
risk—to America and her allies. In addition to 
the English Channel, other important ship-
ping routes in Europe include the Strait of 
Gibraltar; the Turkish Straits (including the 
Dardanelles and the Bosporus); the Northern 
Sea Route; and the Danish Straits.

Strait of Gibraltar. The Strait of Gibraltar 
connects the Mediterranean Sea with the At-
lantic Ocean and separates North Africa from 
Gibraltar and Spain on the southernmost 
point of the Iberian Peninsula. The strait is 
about 40 miles long and approximately eight 
miles wide at its narrowest point. More than 
200 cargo vessels pass through the Strait of 
Gibraltar every day, carrying cargoes to Asia, 
Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

The strait’s proximity to North Africa, 
combined with its narrowness, has presented 
security challenges for U.S. and allied war-
ships. In 2002, Moroccan security forces 
foiled an al-Qaeda plot to attack U.S. and 
U.K. naval ships in the Strait of Gibraltar us-
ing the same tactics that had been used in 
the USS Cole attack. A 2014 article in the al-
Qaeda English-language publication Resur-
gence urged attacks on oil tankers and cargo 
ships crossing the Strait of Gibraltar as a way 
to cause “phenomenal” damage to the world 
economy.202 The Spanish enclave of Ceuta off 
the coast of North Africa is less than 18 miles 
across the strait from Gibraltar. This past year, 
Ceuta has seen several arrests of ISIS recruit-
ers and suppliers of bomb-making equipment 
and weapons. In April 2015, Spanish officials 
claimed to have uncovered Europe’s first all-
female jihadi ring in Ceuta.203 Ceuta is fre-
quently utilized by the Russian Navy as a stop-
over and resupply point. Since 2011, over 50 
Russian Navy vessels have stopped there.204

The Turkish Straits (Including the Dar-
danelles and the Bosporus). These straits 
are long and narrow: 40 and 16 miles long, re-
spectively, with the narrowest point in the Bos-
porus, which connects the Black Sea with the 
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Sea of Marmara, only 765 yards wide. Approxi-
mately 46,000 ships each year transit the strait, 
including more than 5,600 tankers.205

The 1936 Montreux Convention gave Tur-
key control of the Bosporus and placed limita-
tions on the number, transit time, and tonnage 
of naval ships from non–Black Sea countries 
that can use the strait and operate in the Black 
Sea.206 This places limitations on U.S. Navy op-
eration in the Black Sea. However, even with 
these limitations, the U.S. Navy had a presence 
on the Black Sea for 207 days in 2014.207

The Northern Sea Route. As ice dissi-
pates during the summer months, new ship-
ping lanes offer additional trade opportuni-
ties in the Arctic. The Northern Sea Route 
along the Russian coast reduces a trip from 
Hamburg to Shanghai by almost 4,000 miles, 
cuts a week off delivery times, and saves ap-
proximately $650,000 in fuel costs per ship. 
However, realization of the NSR’s full poten-
tial lies far in the future. In 2015, only 18 ships 
made the journey.208

GIUK Gap. This North Atlantic naval cor-
ridor between Greenland, Iceland, and the 
United Kingdom is strategically vital. Dur-
ing the Cold War, Soviet submarines, bomb-
ers, and reconnaissance aircraft traversed 
the GIUK Gap frequently to gain access to 
the Atlantic Ocean from the Northern Rus-
sian coast. Recent increased Russian activity 
through and near the GIUK Gap has led the 
U.S. to return military assets to Keflavik in 
southwest Iceland.

The Danish Straits. Consisting of three 
channels connecting the Baltic Sea to the 
North Sea via the Kattegat and Skagerrak seas, 
the Danish Straits are particularly important 
to the Baltic Sea nations as a way to import 
and export goods. This is especially true for 
Russia, which increasingly has been shifting 
its crude oil exports to Europe through its 
Baltic ports.209 More than 125,000 ships per 
year transit these straits.210

Geostrategic Islands in the Baltic Sea. 
Three other critically important locations are 
the Åland Islands (Finnish); Gotland Island 
(Swedish); and Borholm Island. The Åland 

Islands have been demilitarized since the 
1856 Treaty of Paris ending the Crimean War 
and have always been considered the most 
important geostrategic piece of real estate in 
the Baltic Sea. Gotland Island is strategically 
located halfway between Sweden and Latvia 
in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Sweden main-
tained a permanent military garrison on the 
island for hundreds of years until 2005. At 
the height of the Cold War, 15,000–20,000 
Swedish military personnel were stationed 
on Gotland.211 Today, Sweden is standing up a 
300-strong Battle Group Gotland, to be fully 
established on the island by 2018.212 The mili-
tary facilities will need to be reconstituted, as 
most were sold off for civilian use after 2005. 
Bornholm Island is strategically located at 
the mouth of the Baltic Sea.

In March 2015, Russia carried out a large-
scale training exercise with up to 33,000 sol-
diers, which included the capture of these 
three islands as part of its scenario. Reinforc-
ing the Baltic region would be nearly impos-
sible without control of these islands.

The biggest danger to infrastructure assets 
in Europe pertains to any potential NATO 
conflict with Russia in one or more of NATO’s 
eastern states. In such a scenario, infrastruc-
ture would be heavily targeted in order to 
deny or delay the alliance’s ability to move 
the significant numbers of manpower, maté-
riel, and equipment that would be needed to 
retake any territory lost during an initial at-
tack. In such a scenario, the shortcomings of 
NATO’s force posture would become obvious.

Conclusion
Overall, the European region remains a 

stable, mature, and friendly operating en-
vironment. Russia remains the preeminent 
threat to the region, both conventionally and 
non-conventionally, and the ongoing migrant 
crisis, continued economic sluggishness, and 
consistent threat from terrorism increase the 
potential for internal instability. The threats 
emanating from the previously noted arc of 
instability that stretches from the eastern At-
lantic Ocean to the Middle East and up to the 
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Caucasus through Russia and into the Arctic 
have spilled over into Europe itself in the form 
of terrorism and migrants arriving on the con-
tinent’s shores.

The United States, however, begun to re-
verse some of its recent disengagement from 
Europe, reintroducing troops and equipment 
to the continent, albeit not permanently. The 
U.S. has also increased the number and con-
sistency of exercises, especially with NATO 
partners, in large part through funding made 
available in the ERI, and defense spending 
by many European NATO members has fi-
nally begun to move incrementally in an up-
ward direction.

America’s closest and oldest allies are lo-
cated in Europe. The region is incredibly 
important to the U.S. for economic, military, 
and political reasons. Perhaps most impor-
tant, the U.S. has treaty obligations through 
NATO to defend the European members of 

that alliance. This is especially important as 
Russia becomes more assertive in Central 
and Eastern Europe, increasingly utilizing 
economic, political, and diplomatic means in 
addition to military power to assert itself. If 
the U.S. needs to act in the European region 
or nearby, there is a history of interoperability 
with allies and access to key logistical infra-
structure that makes the operating environ-
ment in Europe more favorable than the envi-
ronment in other regions in which U.S. forces 
might have to operate.

However, the European nations’ dimin-
ished military forces and lack of political will 
to take on a greater portion of the security 
burden pose a substantial threat to all of this. 
NATO is only as strong as its member states, 
and while some have taken steps to increase 
defense spending, the situation remains a 
source of concern, especially in light of U.S. de-
fense cuts.

Scoring the European Operating Environment
As noted at the beginning of this section, 

there are various considerations that must 
be taken into account in assessing the regions 
within which the U.S. may have to conduct 
military operations to defend its vital nation-
al interests against threats. Our assessment 
of the operating environment utilized a five-
point scale, ranging from “very poor” to “ex-
cellent” conditions and covering four regional 
characteristics of greatest relevance to the 
conduct of military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for 
military operations. Physical infrastruc-
ture is insufficient or nonexistent, and 
the region is politically unstable. The U.S. 
military is poorly placed or absent, and 
alliances are nonexistent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political 

instability. The U.S. military is inad-
equately placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political en-
vironment. The U.S. military is well placed 
in the region for future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable 
operating environment includes well-es-
tablished and well-maintained infrastruc-
ture, strong capable allies, and a stable 
political environment. The U.S. military 
is exceptionally well placed to defend 
U.S. interests.
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The key regional characteristics consisted of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense, 
as allies would be more likely to lend 
support to U.S. military operations. Vari-
ous indicators provide insight into the 
strength or health of an alliance. These 
include whether the U.S. trains regularly 
with countries in the region, has good 
interoperability with the forces of an ally, 
and shares intelligence with nations in 
the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability 
brings predictability for military planners 
when considering such things as tran-
sit, basing, and overflight rights for U.S. 
military operations. The overall degree of 
political stability indicates whether U.S. 
military actions would be hindered or en-
abled and considers, for example, whether 
transfers of power in the region are gener-
ally peaceful and whether there have been 
any recent instances of political instability 
in the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having 
military forces based or equipment and 
supplies staged in a region greatly facili-
tates the United States’ ability to respond 
to crises and, presumably, more quickly 
achieve successes in critical “first battles.” 
Being routinely present in a region also 
assists in maintaining familiarity with its 
characteristics and the various actors that 
might try to assist or thwart U.S. actions. 

With this in mind, we assessed whether or 
not the U.S. military was well-positioned 
in the region. Again, indicators included 
bases, troop presence, prepositioned 
equipment, and recent examples of mili-
tary operations (including training and 
humanitarian) launched from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 
lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain combat operations. 
We combined expert knowledge of re-
gions with publicly available information 
on critical infrastructure to arrive at our 
overall assessment of this metric.213

For Europe, scores this year moved in a 
positive direction largely as a result of in-
creases in the alliance score and U.S. military 
positioning score. Scores for political stability 
in Europe turned slightly downward. How-
ever, none of these changes was large enough 
to affect the overall average scores in the 
2017 Index:

• Alliances: 4—Favorable

• Political Stability: 4—Favorable

• U.S. Military Positioning: 3—Moderate

• Infrastructure: 4—Favorable

Leading to a regional score of: Favorable
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Middle East

Strategically situated at the intersection of 
Europe, Asia, and Africa, the Middle East 

has long been an important focus of U.S. for-
eign policy. U.S. security relationships in the 
region are built on pragmatism, shared secu-
rity concerns, and economic interests, includ-
ing large sales of U.S. arms to countries in the 
region that are seeking to defend themselves. 
The U.S. also maintains a long-term interest in 
the Middle East that is related to the region’s 
economic importance as the world’s primary 
source of oil and gas.

The region is home to a wide array of cul-
tures, religions, and ethnic groups, includ-
ing Arabs, Jews, Kurds, Persians, and Turks, 
among others. It also is home to the three 
Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christian-
ity, and Islam, in addition to many smaller 
religions like the Bahá’í, Druze, Yazidi, and 
Zoroastrian faiths. The region contains many 
predominantly Muslim countries as well as 
the world’s only Jewish state.

The Middle East is deeply sectarian, and 
these long-standing divisions, exacerbated 
by religious extremists vying for power, are 
central to many of the challenges that the re-
gion faces today. In some cases, these sectar-
ian divides go back centuries. Contemporary 
conflicts, however, have less to do with these 
histories than they do with modern extremist 
ideologies and the fact that modern-day bor-
ders often do not reflect the region’s cultural, 
ethnic, or religious realities. Today’s borders 
are often the results of decisions taken by the 
British, French, and other powers during and 
soon after World War I as they dismantled the 
Ottoman Empire.1

In a way not understood by many in the 
West, religion remains a prominent fact of 
daily life in the modern Middle East. At the 
heart of many of the region’s conflicts is the 
friction within Islam between Sunnis and 
Shias. This friction dates back to the death of 
the Prophet Muhammad in 632 AD.2 Sunni 
Muslims, who form the majority of the world’s 
Muslim population, hold power in most of the 
Arab countries in the Middle East.

But viewing the current instability in the 
Middle East through the lens of a Sunni–Shia 
conflict does not show the full picture. The 
cultural and historical division between Per-
sians and Arabs has reinforced the Sunni–
Shia split. The mutual distrust of many Arab/
Sunni powers and the Persian/Shia power 
(Iran), compounded by clashing national and 
ideological interests, has fueled instability, in-
cluding in Bahrain, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and 
Yemen. Sunni extremist organizations such 
as al-Qaeda and the Islamic State have ex-
ploited sectarian and ethnic tensions to gain 
support by posing as champions of Sunni Ar-
abs against Iran, Syria’s Alawite-dominated 
regime, and other non-Sunni governments 
and movements.

Current regional demographic trends also 
are destabilizing factors. The Middle East 
contains one of the world’s youngest and fast-
est-growing populations. In most of the West, 
this would be viewed as an advantage, but not 
in the Middle East. Known as “youth bulg-
es,” these demographic tsunamis have over-
whelmed the inadequate political, economic, 
and educational infrastructures in many 
countries, and the lack of access to education, 
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jobs, and meaningful political participation 
fuels discontent. Because more than 60 per-
cent of regional inhabitants are less than 30 
years old, this demographic bulge will con-
tinue to have a substantial effect on political 
stability across the region.

The Middle East contains more than half 
of the world’s oil reserves and is the world’s 
chief oil-exporting region. As the world’s big-
gest oil consumer, the U.S. has a vested inter-
est in maintaining the free flow of oil and gas 
from the region. This is true even though the 
U.S. actually imports relatively little of its oil 
from the Middle East.3 Oil is a fungible com-
modity, and the U.S. economy remains vulner-
able to sudden spikes in world oil prices.

Because many U.S. allies depend on Middle 
East oil and gas, there is also a second-order 
effect for the U.S. if supply from the Middle 
East is reduced or compromised. For example, 
Japan (the world’s third largest economy) is 
the world’s largest liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
importer, accounting for 37 percent of the 
global market share of LNG demand.4 Qatar 
is the second largest supplier of LNG to Ja-
pan. In 2016, another U.S. ally in Asia—South 
Korea, the world’s 15th largest economy5—de-
pended on the Middle East for 84 percent of 
its imports of crude oil.6 The U.S. might not be 
dependent on Middle East oil or LNG, but the 
economic consequences arising from a major 
disruption of supplies would ripple across 
the globe.

Financial and logistics hubs are also grow-
ing along some of the world’s busiest trans-
continental trade routes. One of the region’s 
economic bright spots in terms of trade and 
commerce is found in the Persian Gulf. The 
emirates of Dubai and Abu Dhabi in the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates (UAE), along with Qatar, 
are competing to become the region’s top fi-
nancial center. Although many oil-exporting 
countries recovered from the 2008 financial 
crisis and subsequent recession, they have 
since experienced the deepest economic 
downturn since the 1990s as a result of to fall-
ing oil prices.7 Various factors such as weak 
demand, OPEC infighting, and increased U.S. 

domestic oil production have contributed to 
these plunging oil prices.8

Nevertheless, the Middle East is full of eco-
nomic extremes. For example:

• Qatar is the world’s wealthiest country in 
terms of gross domestic product (GDP) 
per capita, while Yemen, a mere 700 miles 
away, ranks 194th.9

• Saudi Arabia has 265 billion barrels of 
proven oil reserves. It shares a nearly 500-
mile border with Jordan, which has just 1 
million barrels of proven oil reserves.

• According to the 2016 Index of Economic 
Freedom, published by The Heritage 
Foundation and The Wall Street Journal, 
Bahrain ranks 18th in the world in terms 
of economic freedom, and Iran ranks 
171st.10

These disparities are worsened by govern-
ment corruption across most of the region, 
which not only squanders economic and hu-
man resources, but also restricts economic 
competition and hinders the development of 
free enterprise.

The economic situation, in part, drives the 
Middle East’s political environment. The lack 
of economic freedom was an important factor 
leading to the Arab Spring uprisings, which 
disrupted economic activity, depressed for-
eign and domestic investment, and slowed 
economic growth.

The political environment has a direct 
bearing on how easily the U.S. military can 
operate in a region. In many Middle Eastern 
countries, the political situation remains 
fraught with uncertainty. The Arab Spring 
uprisings that began in early 2011 formed a 
regional sandstorm that eroded the founda-
tions of many authoritarian regimes, erased 
borders, and destabilized many countries in 
the region. Even so, the popular uprisings 
in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Bahrain, Syria, and 
Yemen did not usher in a new era of democ-
racy and liberal rule, as many in the West 
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were hoping. At best, these uprisings made 
slow progress toward democratic reform. At 
worst, they added to political instability, ex-
acerbated economic problems, and contrib-
uted to the rise of Islamist extremists. Five 
years later, economic and political outlooks 
remain bleak.11

There is no shortage of security challenges 
for the U.S. and its allies in this region. Iran 
has exacerbated Shia–Sunni tensions to in-
crease its influence over embattled regimes 
and undermine adversaries in Sunni-led 
states. Tehran attempts to run an unconven-
tional empire by exerting great influence over 
sub-state entities like Hamas (Palestinian 
territories); Hezbollah (Lebanon); the Mahdi 
movement (Iraq); and the Houthi insurgents 
(Yemen). In Afghanistan, Tehran exerts influ-
ence over some Shiite groups. Iran also pro-
vided arms to the Taliban after it was ousted 
from power by a U.S.-led coalition12 and has 
long considered the Afghan city of Herat, near 
the Iranian border, to be part of its sphere 
of influence.

The Iran nuclear agreement has strength-
ened Tehran’s ability to establish regional 
hegemony. Tehran has recovered approxi-
mately $100 billion in frozen assets that will 
boost its economy and enhance its strategic 
position, military capabilities, and support 
for surrogate networks and terrorist groups.13 
The economic transfusion will enable Tehran 
to further tilt the regional balance of power in 
its favor.

Iran already looms large over weak and 
divided Arab rivals. Iraq and Syria have been 
destabilized by insurgencies and may never 
fully recover. Egypt is distracted by its own 
internal problems, economic imbalances, and 
the Islamist extremist insurgency in the Sinai 
Peninsula. Jordan has been inundated with 
a flood of Syrian refugees and is threatened 
by the spillover of Islamist extremist groups 
from Syria. Meanwhile, Tehran has continued 
to build up its missile arsenal (now the larg-
est in the Middle East) and has increased its 
naval provocations in the Persian Gulf, inter-
vened to prop up the Assad regime in Syria, 

and reinforced Shiite Islamist revolution-
aries in Yemen and Bahrain.14 In Syria, the 
Assad regime’s brutal repression of peaceful 
demonstrations in early 2011 ignited a fierce 
civil war that has led to the deaths of more 
than 470,000 people15 and displaced about 4.5 
million refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, 
Iraq and Egypt.16 More than 7.6 million people 

“are internally displaced within Syria.”17 The 
destabilizing spillover effects of this civil war 
include the creation of large refugee popula-
tions that could become a reservoir of poten-
tial recruits for extremist groups. In Jordan, 
where King Abdullah’s regime has been buf-
feted by Arab Spring protests and adverse eco-
nomic trends, Syrian refugees now account 
for more than 10 percent of the population. 
This has placed even more strain on Jordan’s 
small economy, scarce water resources, and 
limited social services, creating rising resent-
ment among the local population.

In 2015, more than 1 million Syrian mi-
grants and refugees crossed into Europe, the 
largest numbers of migrating people that Eu-
rope has seen since World War II.18 This has 
sparked a crisis as countries struggle to cope 
with the massive influx and its social, eco-
nomic, and political ramifications.

Thanks to the power vacuum created by the 
ongoing civil war in Syria, Islamist extremist 
groups, including the al-Qaeda–affiliated al-
Nusra Front and the self-styled Islamic State 
(IS), formerly known as ISIS or ISIL and be-
fore that as al-Qaeda in Iraq, have carved out 
extensive sanctuaries where they are build-
ing proto-states and training militants from a 
wide variety of other Arab countries, Europe, 
Australia, and the United States. With a so-
phisticated Internet and social media pres-
ence, and by capitalizing on the civil war in 
Syria and sectarian divisions in Iraq, ISIS has 
been able to recruit over 25,000 fighters from 
outside the region to join its ranks in Iraq 
and Syria. These foreign fighters include over 
4,500 citizens from Western nations, includ-
ing approximately 250 U.S. citizens.19

In late 2013, the IS exploited the Shia-
dominated Iraqi government’s heavy-handed 
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alienation, marginalization, and repression of 
the Sunni Arab minority in Iraq to reinvigo-
rate its insurgency and seize territory in Iraq. 
In the summer of 2014, the IS spearheaded a 
broad Sunni uprising against Baghdad. The as-
sault was incredibly effective, and by the end 
of the year, the IS controlled one-third of Iraq 
and one-third of Syria—a land mass roughly 
equal to the area of Great Britain—where the 
extremist group ruled upward of 9 million peo-
ple. However, since then, the self-proclaimed 
caliphate has lost approximately 40 percent 
of the territory it once controlled in Iraq and 
10 percent–20 percent of the territory it con-
trolled in Syria.20 The Peshmerga militia of the 
Kurdistan Regional Government, an autono-
mous area in northeastern Iraq, took advan-
tage of the chaos caused by the collapse of the 
Iraqi security forces and occupied the city of 
Kirkuk, long considered by Kurds to be right-
fully theirs—a claim rejected by the central 
government in Baghdad. The IS continues 
to attack the Shia-dominated government in 
Baghdad, massacre Shia civilians and Sunnis 
who disagree with it, and terrorize religious 
and ethnic minorities in northern Iraq includ-
ing the Christian community, Kurds, Turk-
men, and Yazidis. In early 2016, Iraq’s military 
and militia forces, backed by air power from 
the U.S.-led coalition and by Peshmerga forc-
es, launched an offensive to retake Mosul, but 
at the time of publication, only limited prog-
ress has been made.21

In April 2016, the Obama Administration 
announced that it was sending an additional 
250 U.S. special operations forces to Syria.22 
In Iraq, approximately 3,500 U.S. personnel 
were on the ground, although the numbers 
sometimes surpassed 5,000 due to rotations 
and temporary deployments.23 The U.S. led a 
coalition air campaign in Iraq and Syria with 
the help of Australia, Bahrain, France, Jor-
dan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab 
Emirates, and the United Kingdom (U.K.).24 
In early 2016, the IS experienced difficulty re-
plenishing its foreign fighters as it struggled 
to pay fighters and recruit new ones to replace 
those who have deserted, defected, or died.25 

The recruitment problem was compounded 
by a string of major battlefield defeats, includ-
ing the Iraqi military’s liberation of Ramadi,26 
which contributed to their loss of substantial 
territory in Iraq and Syria.27 In May 2016, Iraq 
launched an offensive to retake the ISIS-con-
trolled city of Fallujah,28 which it managed to 
do in June.

Arab–Israeli tensions are another source 
of instability in the Middle East region. The 
repeated breakdown of Israeli–Palestinian 
peace negotiations and the rise of the Hamas 
regime in Gaza in a 2007 coup have created 
an even more antagonistic situation. Hamas, 
the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Broth-
erhood, seeks to transform the conflict from 
a national struggle over sovereignty and ter-
ritory into a religious conflict in which com-
promise is denounced as blasphemy. Hamas 
invokes jihad in its struggle against Israel and 
seeks to destroy the Jewish state and replace 
it with an Islamic state.

Although elected to power with only 44 per-
cent of the vote in the 2006 elections, Hamas 
has since forced its radical agenda on the peo-
ple of Gaza. This has led in turn to diminished 
public support and a high degree of needless 
suffering. Hamas has provoked wars with Is-
rael in 2008, 2009, 2012, and 2014. It contin-
ues to pose threats to Israel and to Arab lead-
ers who have signed peace agreements with 
Israel (representatives of Egypt, Jordan, and 
the Palestinian Authority). As long as Hamas 
remains imbued with its Islamist extremist 
ideology, which advocates the destruction of 
Israel, and retains a stranglehold over Gaza, 
achieving a sustainable Israeli–Palestinian 
peace agreement appears impossible.29

Important Alliances and 
Bilateral Relations in the Middle East

The U.S. has strong military, security, in-
telligence, and diplomatic ties with several 
Middle Eastern nations, including Israel, 
Egypt, Jordan, and the members of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC).30 Since the his-
torical and political circumstances that led 
to the creation of NATO have largely been 
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absent in the Middle East, the region lacks 
a similarly strong collective security organi-
zation. Middle Eastern countries tradition-
ally have preferred to maintain bilateral re-
lationships with the U.S. and generally have 
shunned multilateral arrangements because 
of the lack of trust between Arab states.

Often, bilateral relationships between 
Arab Middle Eastern countries and Western 
countries, including the U.S., are secretive. 
The opaqueness of these relationships some-
times creates problems for the U.S. when 
trying to coordinate defense and security co-
operation with European allies active in the 
region (mainly the U.K. and France).

Military training is an important part of 
these relationships. The main motivation be-
hind these exercises is to ensure close and ef-
fective coordination with key partners in the 
region, demonstrate an enduring U.S. secu-
rity commitment to regional allies, and train 
Arab armed forces so that they can assume 
a larger share of responsibility for regional 
security. In April 2016, the U.S. Naval Forces 
Central Command launched the world’s larg-
est maritime exercise across the Middle East 
to demonstrate global resolve in maintain-
ing freedom of navigation and the free flow of 
maritime commerce.31

Kuwait, Bahrain, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
and Qatar have participated in Combined 
Task Force-152, formed in 2004 to maintain 
maritime security in the Persian Gulf, with 
Bahrain commanding the task force on two 
separate occasions.32 The commander of the 
U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) noted 
that Middle Eastern partners have begun to 
take more seriously the threat from transna-
tional Islamist extremist groups as ISIS has 
gained momentum, increased in strength, 
and expanded its international influence.33 
Middle Eastern countries have also partici-
pated further afield in Afghanistan; since 
2001, Jordan, Egypt, Bahrain, and the UAE 
have supplied troops to the U.S.-led mission 
there. During the 2011 NATO-led operation 
in Libya, U.S. allies Qatar, Jordan, and the 
UAE participated to varying degrees.

In addition to military training, U.S. de-
fense relations are underpinned by huge de-
fense equipment deals. U.S. military hardware 
(and, to a lesser extent, British and French 
hardware) is preferred across the region be-
cause of its effectiveness and symbolic value 
as a sign of a close security relationship, and 
much of it has been combat tested. For ex-
ample, Kuwait, the UAE, Jordan, and Saudi 
Arabia have over 400 F-15, F-16, and F/A-18 jet 
fighter aircraft combined. Following the Iran 
nuclear deal, threatened Arab states under-
took military buildups and a flood of arms pur-
chases. The U.S. approved $33 billion worth of 
weapons sales to its Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil allies between May 2015 and March 2016. 
The six GCC countries received weapons that 
included ballistic missile defense systems, at-
tack helicopters, advanced frigates, and anti-
armor missiles.34 The use of U.S.-made hard-
ware helps with interoperability and lays the 
foundation for longer-term engagement and 
cooperation in the region.

Iran continues to incite violence against 
Israel by providing thousands of increasingly 
long-range rockets to Hamas, Palestine Islam-
ic Jihad, and Hezbollah—all of which are com-
mitted to destroying Israel. Additionally, Iran 
has escalated its threats against Arab neigh-
bors in the Persian Gulf by funding, training, 
equipping, and supporting anti-government 
militant groups in an attempt to undermine 
various Arab regimes. Saudi Arabia, in par-
ticular, has responded negatively to the 2015 
Iran nuclear agreement by distancing itself 
from Washington and adopting more aggres-
sive policies to push back against Iran and its 
allies in Syria, Yemen, and Lebanon.35

Israel. America’s most important bilat-
eral relationship in the Middle East is with 
Israel. Both countries are democracies, value 
free-market economies, and believe in hu-
man rights at a time when many countries 
in the Middle East reject those values. Israel 
has been designated as a Major Non-NATO 
ally (MNNA)36 because of its close ties to the 
U.S. With support from the United States, Is-
rael has developed one of the world’s most 
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sophisticated air and missile defense net-
works.37 No significant progress on peace ne-
gotiations with the Palestinians or on stabiliz-
ing Israel’s volatile neighborhood is possible 
without a strong and effective Israeli–Ameri-
can partnership.38

In March 2015, incumbent Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu soundly defeated 
his chief rival faction, the center-left Zion-
ist Union. Netanyahu’s reelection enabled 
him to criticize the July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment with Iran from a position of strength 
and further strained political relations with 
the Obama Administration, but bilateral se-
curity cooperation with the United States re-
mained strong.

Saudi Arabia. After Israel, the U.S. mili-
tary relationship is deepest with the Gulf 
states, including Saudi Arabia, which serves 
as de facto leader of the GCC. The United 
States started to play a more active role in 
the Persian Gulf after the U.K. completed the 
withdrawal of its military presence from bas-
es “east of Suez” in 1971. The U.S. is also the 
largest provider of arms to Saudi Arabia and 
in November 2015 approved a $1.3 billion sale 
to restock munitions stockpiles depleted by 
fighting in Yemen.39

America’s relationship with Saudi Arabia 
is based on pragmatism and is important for 
both security and economic reasons. The Sau-
dis enjoy huge influence across the Muslim 
world. Roughly 2 million Muslims participate 
in the annual Hajj pilgrimage to the holy city 
of Mecca. Saudi Arabia owns the world’s larg-
est oil reserves and is the world’s foremost 
oil exporter. The uninterrupted flow of Saudi 
oil exports is crucial for fueling the glob-
al economy.

Riyadh has been a key partner in efforts 
to counterbalance Iran, safeguard the secu-
rity of its GCC allies, remove Syria’s Assad 
regime from power, and stabilize Egypt and 
Yemen. Saudi Arabia also has played a grow-
ing role in countering the al-Qaeda terrorist 
network. Until 2003, Riyadh was in denial 
about Saudi connections to the 9/11 attacks. 
However, after Saudi Arabia was targeted by 

al-Qaeda terrorist attacks on its own soil, the 
government began to cooperate more close-
ly in combating al-Qaeda.40 After the death 
of King Abdullah, his half-brother, Crown 
Prince Salman, ascended to the throne in late 
January 2015. The new Saudi leadership has 
taken a more assertive military role in the 
Middle East as a result of an emboldened Iran 
and a retreating United States. In early 2015, 
Saudi Arabia led a coalition of Arab states to 
intervene in Yemen’s civil war after Yemen’s 
government was ousted by Houthi rebels.

Gulf Cooperation Council. The coun-
tries of the GCC (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qa-
tar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE) are located 
close to the Arab–Persian fault line, mak-
ing them strategically important to the U.S.41 
The root of the Arab–Iranian tensions in the 
Gulf is Tehran’s ideological drive to export 
its Islamist revolution and overthrow the 
traditional rulers of the Arab kingdoms. This 
ideological clash has further amplified long-
standing sectarian tensions between Shia and 
Sunni Islam. Tehran has sought to radical-
ize Shia Arab minority groups to undermine 
Sunni Arab regimes in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Libya, and Yemen. It also sought to 
incite revolts by the Shia majorities in Iraq 
against Saddam Hussein’s regime and in Bah-
rain against the Sunni al-Khalifa dynasty.

Culturally, many Iranians look down on 
the Gulf states, many of which they see as ar-
tificial states carved out of the former Persian 
Empire and propped up by Western powers. 
Long-standing Iranian territorial claims in 
the Gulf add to Arab–Persian tensions.42 For 
example, Iran has long considered Bahrain to 
be part of its territory, a claim that has strained 
bilateral relations and contributed to Bah-
rain’s decision to break diplomatic ties after 
the attack on the Saudi embassy in Tehran in 
early 2016.43 Iran also occupies the small but 
strategically important islands of Abu Musa, 
Greater Tunb, and Lesser Tunb (also claimed 
by the UAE) near the Strait of Hormuz.

The GCC often has problems agreeing on 
a common policy on matters of security. This 
reflects the organization’s intergovernmental 
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nature and the desire of its members to place 
national interests above those of the GCC. Per-
haps this is best demonstrated in the debates 
over Iran. On one end of the spectrum, Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE take a hawkish 
view of the threat from Iran. Oman and Qa-
tar, both of which share natural gas fields with 
Iran, view Iran’s activities in the region as less 
of a threat and maintain good relations with 
Tehran. Kuwait tends to fall somewhere in the 
middle. Inter-GCC relations also can be prob-
lematic. The UAE, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia 
have been at odds with Qatar over Qatar’s sup-
port for the Muslim Brotherhood, which they 
see as a threat to internal security, and Qatar 
has recently decreased its overt support for 
the organization in order to strengthen rela-
tions with its GCC partners.

Apart from Bahrain, the GCC countries 
have weathered the political turbulence 
of the Arab Spring relatively well. Many of 
their citizens enjoy a high standard of living 
(made possible by millions of foreign workers 
and the export of oil and gas), which makes 
it easier for them to tolerate authoritarian 
rule. Of the six GCC states, Bahrain fared the 
worst during the 2011 popular uprisings due 
to persistent Sunni–Shia sectarian tensions 
worsened by Iranian antagonism and the in-
creased willingness of Shiite youths to protest 
what they see as discrimination by the al-
Khalifa monarchy.

Egypt. Egypt is also an important U.S. 
military ally. As one of only two Arab coun-
tries (the other being Jordan) that have dip-
lomatic relations with Israel, Egypt is closely 
enmeshed in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
and remains a leading political, diplomatic, 
and military power in the region.

Relations between the U.S. and Egypt have 
been problematic since the 2011 downfall of 
President Hosni Mubarak after 30 years of 
rule. The Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohamed 
Morsi was elected president in 2012 and used 
the Islamist-dominated parliament to pass a 
constitution that advanced an Islamist agen-
da. Morsi’s authoritarian rule, combined with 
rising popular dissatisfaction with falling 

living standards, rampant crime, and high 
unemployment, led to a massive wave of pro-
tests in June 2013 that prompted a military 
coup in July. The leader of the coup, Field 
Marshal Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, pledged to re-
store democracy and was elected president 
in 2014. His government faces major political, 
economic, and security challenges. Egypt’s 
limping economy has been badly damaged by 
more than five years of political turbulence 
and violence that has reduced tourism reve-
nues, deterred foreign investment, and raised 
the national debt. The new regime also faces 
an emboldened ISIS that launched waves of 
attacks in North Sinai in mid-2015, including 
the destruction of a Russian airliner over the 
Sinai Peninsula in October 2015.44

The July 2013 coup against the Muslim 
Brotherhood–backed Morsi regime strained 
relations with the Obama Administration and 
resulted in a temporary hold on U.S. military 
assistance to Egypt. Cairo demonstrated its 
displeasure by buying Russian arms financed 
by Saudi Arabia in late 2013, but bilateral re-
lations with the U.S. improved after Egypt’s 
military made good on its promises to hold 
elections. In April 2015, the Obama Admin-
istration released its hold on the annual $1.3 
billion military aid package for Egypt.45

Lebanon and Yemen. The United States 
has developed cooperative defense arrange-
ments with Lebanon and Yemen, two states 
that face substantial threats from Iranian-
supported terrorist groups as well as al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State. The United States has 
provided arms, equipment, and training for 
the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), which has 
found itself increasingly challenged by Sunni 
Islamist extremist groups, including the IS, 
in addition to the long-term threat posed by 
Hezbollah. Hezbollah has emerged as Leba-
non’s most powerful military force, adding to 
GCC fears about growing Iranian influence in 
Lebanon. In early 2016, Saudi Arabia cut off its 
funding for $4 billion worth of military aid to 
Lebanon because the country did not condemn 
attacks on Saudi diplomatic missions in Iran, 
thereby intensifying the proxy war with Iran.46
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Washington’s security relationship with 

Yemen has grown since the 9/11 attacks. Ye-
men, Osama bin Laden’s ancestral homeland, 
faces major security threats from al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), one of the 
most dangerous al-Qaeda affiliates.

The overall political and security situation 
in Yemen deteriorated further in 2014–2016. 
In January 2015, the Houthis, a militant Shiite 
group based in northern Yemen and backed 
by Iran,47 overran the capital city of Sana'a 
and forced the internationally recognized 
government led by President Abd Rabbu 
Mansour Hadi to resign. The Houthis solidi-
fied their control throughout the North and 
West of Yemen, and President Hadi fled to Ri-
yadh. Backed by the U.S., the U.K., and France, 
Saudi Arabia formed a coalition of 10 Sunni 
countries and led an air campaign against 
Houthi forces that began in March 2015. The 
coalition has rolled back the Houthis but is no 
closer to reinstating the internationally rec-
ognized government in Sana’a.

The Yemeni conflict has become a proxy 
war between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Riyadh 
supports the Yemeni government, and Iran 
has provided money, arms, and training to the 
Houthi rebels, who belong to the Zaidi sect of 
Shia Islam. The unstable political situation in 
Yemen caused the United States to evacuate 
its embassy and withdraw its special opera-
tions forces, severely undermining U.S. coun-
terterrorism and intelligence capabilities in 
Yemen. The growing chaos enabled AQAP to 
expand its presence and establish a “mini-
state” spanning more than 350 miles of coast-
line.48 IS entered Yemen in March 2015; how-
ever, estimates suggest that the number of IS 
personnel in Yemen is in the hundreds, while 
al-Qaeda numbers in the thousands.49

Quality of Armed Forces in the Middle East
The quality and capabilities of the armed 

forces in the region are mixed. Some coun-
tries spend billions of dollars each year on ad-
vanced Western military hardware, and oth-
ers spend very little. Defense spending in the 
Middle East overall increased by 4.1 percent 

in 2015. Saudi Arabia was by far the region’s 
largest military spender, with an estimated 
$87.2 billion. Iraq had the region’s (and the 
world’s) largest increase in defense spending 
between 2006 and 2015: Its military spending 
in 2015 was $31.1 billion, up 35 percent from 
2014 and up 536 percent from 2006. Iran’s 
military expenditure is expected to rise with 
the lifting of European Union and U.S. sanc-
tions. Historically, defense spending figures 
for the Middle East have been very unreliable, 
but the lack of data has worsened; for 2015, 
there were no available data for Kuwait, Qatar, 
Syria, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen 
according to a report by the Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute.50

Different security factors drive the degree 
to which Middle Eastern countries fund, train, 
and arm their militaries. For Israel, which de-
feated Arab coalitions in wars in 1948, 1956, 
1967, 1973, and 1982, the chief potential threats 
to its existence are now posed by an Iranian 
regime that has called for Israel to be “wiped 
from the map.”51 As a result of Israel’s military 
dominance, states and non-state actors in the 
region have invested in asymmetric and un-
conventional capabilities to offset Israel’s mili-
tary superiority.52 For the Gulf states, the main 
driver of defense policy is the Iranian military 
threat combined with internal security chal-
lenges. For Iraq, the internal threat posed by 
insurgents and terrorists drives defense policy.

The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) are widely 
considered the most capable military force in 
the Middle East. On a conventional level, the 
IDF consistently surpasses other regional 
military forces.53 Other countries, such as 
Iran, have developed asymmetric tactics and 
have built up the military capabilities of proxy 
groups to close the gap in recent years,54 but 
the IDF’s quality and effectiveness remain 
unparalleled with regard to both technical ca-
pacity and personnel.55 This was demonstrat-
ed by Israel’s 2014 military operations against 
Hamas in the Gaza Strip: After weeks of con-
flict, the IDF mobilized over 80,000 reservists, 
demonstrating the depth and flexibility of the 
Israeli armed forces.56
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Israel heavily funds its military sector and 

has a strong national industrial capacity, sup-
ported by significant funding from the U.S. 
Combined, these factors give Israel a regional 
advantage despite limitations of manpower 
and size.57 In particular, the IDF has focused on 
maintaining its superiority in missile defense, 
intelligence collection, precision weapons, and 
cyber technologies.58 The Israelis regard their 
cyber capabilities as especially important. In 
early 2016, the IDF unveiled a new five-year 
plan, worth roughly $78.6 billion, to enhance 
cyber-protected and networked combat capa-
bilities in order to augment the IDF’s capacity 
to fight in multiple theaters.59 Cyber technolo-
gies are used for a number of purposes, includ-
ing defending Israeli cyberspace, gathering 
intelligence, and carrying out attacks.60 Israel 
maintains its qualitative superiority in me-
dium- and long-range missile capabilities.61 It 
also fields effective missile defense systems, 
including Iron Dome and Arrow, both of which 
the U.S. helped to finance.62 U.S. spending on 
Israel’s air and missile defense has soared in 
the past decade, from $133 million in 2006 to 
$619 million in 2015.63

Israel also has a nuclear weapons capabil-
ity (which it does not publicly acknowledge) 
that increases its strength relative to other 
powers in the region. Israel’s nuclear weap-
ons capability has helped to deter adversar-
ies as the gap in conventional capabilities has 
been reduced.64

After Israel, the most technologically ad-
vanced and best-equipped armed forces are 
found in the Gulf Cooperation Council. Pre-
viously, the export of oil and gas meant that 
there was no shortage of resources to devote 
to defense spending, but the collapse of crude 
oil prices may force oil-exporting countries 
to adjust their defense spending patterns. 
At present, however, GCC nations still have 
the best-funded, although not necessar-
ily the most effective, Arab armed forces in 
the region.

The GCC established a joint expedition-
ary force called the Peninsula Shield Force 
(PSF), which has had only modest operational 

success and has never met its stated ambi-
tion of deploying tens of thousands of sol-
diers. Created in 1984, its main purpose to-
day is to counter Iran’s military buildup and 
help maintain internal security. The PSF first 
deployed a modest force of 3,000 troops to 
help liberate Kuwait during the first Gulf War. 
Its most recent deployment was to Bahrain 
in 2011 to help restore order after Iranian-
backed Shiite protests brought the country to 
a standstill and threatened the monarchy.65 
Internal divisions inside the GCC, especially 
among Qatar, UAE, and Saudi Arabia, have 
prevented the PSF from playing a more active 
role in the region.

All GCC members boast advanced defense 
hardware with a preference for U.S., U.K., and 
French equipment. Saudi Arabia maintains 
the most capable military force in the GCC. 
It has an army of 75,000 soldiers and a Na-
tional Guard of 100,000 personnel reporting 
directly to the king. The army operates 730 
main battle tanks including 200 U.S.-made 
M1A1s. Its air force is built around American 
and British-built aircraft and consists of more 
than 325 combat-capable aircraft including F-
15s, Tornados, and Typhoons.66 These aircraft 
flew missions over Yemen against Houthi reb-
els in 2009–2010, during Operation Decisive 
Storm in Yemen beginning in March 2015, 
and most recently over Syria as part of the 
U.S.-led fight against ISIS.67 Both Saudi Ara-
bia68 and the UAE69 have hundreds of Storm 
Shadow air-launched cruise missiles (known 
as Black Shaheen in the UAE) in their inven-
tories. These weapons proved highly effective 
when the British and French used them dur-
ing the air campaign over Libya in 2011.

In fact, air power is the strong suit of most 
GCC members. Oman operates F-16s and 
has purchased 12 Typhoons, to be delivered 
in 2017. According to Defense Industry Daily, 

“The UAE operates the F-16E/F Desert Fal-
con, which holds more advanced avionics 
than any F-16 variant in the US inventory.”70 
Qatar operates French-made Mirage fighters. 
The UAE and Qatar deployed fighters to par-
ticipate in NATO-led operations over Libya 
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in 2011 (although they did not participate in 
strike operations). Beginning in early fall 
2014, all six GCC members joined the U.S.-led 
anti-ISIS coalition, with the UAE contribut-
ing the most in terms of air power.71 The na-
vies of the GCC members rarely deploy be-
yond their Exclusive Economic Zones, but 
all members, other than Oman, have partici-
pated in regional combined task forces led by 
the U.S.72 In 2016, Oman and Britain launched 
a multimillion-dollar joint venture to develop 
Duqm as a strategic Middle Eastern port in 
the Indian Ocean to improve defense security 
and prosperity agendas.73

Even with the billions of dollars invested 
each year by members of the GCC, most see 
security ties with the United States as crucial 
for their security. As former U.S. Defense Sec-
retary Robert Gates once noted, the Saudis 
will “fight the Iranians to the last American.”74

Egypt has the largest Arab military force 
in the Middle East, with 438,500 active per-
sonnel and 479,000 reserve personnel in its 
armed forces.75 It possesses a fully operation-
al military with an army, air force, air defense, 
navy, and special operations forces. Until 1979, 
when the U.S. began to supply Egypt with mili-
tary equipment, Cairo relied primarily on less 
capable Soviet military technology.76 Since 
then, its army and air force have been signifi-
cantly upgraded with U.S. military weapons, 
equipment, and warplanes.

Egypt substantially increased troop de-
ployments and military operations in 2015 
following the onslaught of Islamist and insur-
gent activity at its borders. It has also sought 
closer security cooperation with other North 
African states to improve border and internal 
security.77

The most visible expression of U.S. influ-
ence in Cairo is military aid, which was with-
held in some areas after the 2013 military 
coup.78 This indefinite hold applied to Apache 
attack helicopters, F-16s, Harpoon ship-to-
ship missile systems, and M1A1 tank kits.79 
Since Egypt relies on U.S. assistance to com-
bat Islamist militants and terrorists, the abil-
ity of its military to contain Islamist threats 

was undermined.80 Washington’s withhold-
ing of some U.S. military assistance in 2013 
prompted Cairo to diversify its sources of 
arms. In February 2014, Egypt signed a deal 
to purchase weapons from Russia, including 
attack helicopters and air-defense systems,81 
but after President Obama lifted the hold 
on U.S. military aid to Egypt in March 2015, 
Egypt was slated to receive 12 Lockheed Mar-
tin F-16 aircraft, 20 Boeing Harpoon missiles, 
and up to 125 M1A1 Abrams tanks.82

Egypt has struggled with increased terror-
ist activity in the Sinai Peninsula, including at-
tacks on Egyptian soldiers, attacks on foreign 
tourists, and the October 2015 bombing of a 
Russian airliner departing from the Sinai, for 
all of which the Islamic State’s “Sinai Province” 
terrorist group has claimed responsibility. The 
government response to the uptick of vio-
lence has been severe: arrests of thousands of 
suspected Islamist extremists and restrictive 
measures such as a law criminalizing media re-
porting that contradicts official reports.83

Jordan is a close U.S. ally with small but 
effective military forces. Its principal secu-
rity threats include ISIS, turbulence in Syria 
and Iraq, and the resulting flow of refugees. 
Jordan is currently home to more than 1.4 
million Syrians. In January 2016, King Abdul-
lah announced that Jordan had reached the 
saturation point in its ability to make more 
Syrian refugees.84 While Jordan faces few 
conventional threats from its neighbors, its 
internal security is threatened by Islamist ex-
tremists returning from fighting in the region 
who have been emboldened by the growing 
influence of al-Qaeda and other Islamist mili-
tants. As a result, Jordan’s highly professional 
armed forces have been focused in recent 
years on border and internal security. Nev-
ertheless, Jordan’s conventional capability is 
significant considering its size.

Jordan’s ground forces total 74,000 sol-
diers and include 390 British-made Chal-
lenger 1 tanks. The backbone of its air force 
is comprised of 44 F-16 Fighting Falcons.85 
Jordan’s special operations forces are highly 
capable, having benefitted from extensive 
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U.S. and U.K. training. Jordanian forces have 
served in Afghanistan and in numerous U.N.-
led peacekeeping operations. Jordan became 
more deeply involved in coalition air opera-
tions against the Islamic State in February 
2015 when the IS burned alive a Jordanian 
pilot who was captured in December 2014 
after his plane crashed in Syria during a mis-
sion. Since then, Jordan has stepped up its air 
strikes in Syria.86

Iraq has fielded one of the region’s most 
dysfunctional military forces. After the 2011 
withdrawal of U.S. troops, Iraq’s government 
selected and promoted military leaders ac-
cording to political criteria. Shiite army officers 
were favored over their Sunni, Christian, and 
Kurdish counterparts. Then-Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki chose top officers according 
to their political loyalties. The politicization of 
the armed forces also exacerbated corruption 
within many units, with some commanders si-
phoning off funds allocated for “ghost soldiers” 
who never existed or had been separated from 
the army for various reasons.

The promotion of incompetent military 
leaders, poor logistical support due to corrup-
tion and other problems, limited operational 
mobility, and weaknesses in intelligence, re-
connaissance, medical support, and air force 
capabilities have combined to weaken the 
effectiveness of the Iraqi armed forces. In 
June 2014, up to four divisions collapsed and 
were routed by vastly smaller numbers of Is-
lamic State fighters. Although the Iraqi army, 
backed by U.S. air support, Kurdish militias, 
and Shiite militias, including some controlled 
by Iran, has recovered some territory lost to 
the IS, it remains a work in progress that re-
quires further reform, training, and support. 
The Iraqi Air Force has become increasingly 
involved in operations against IS since the 
end of 2014, following the delivery of Su-25s 
from Russia and Iran, while its intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capa-
bility has been enhanced by the acquisition 
of CH-4 unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
from China.87 In July 2015, four F-16IQ Viper 
fighter aircraft were delivered to Iraq, the first 

of 30 Iraq has ordered in addition to six twin 
seat trainers.88

Current U.S. Military Presence 
in the Middle East

The United States maintained a limited 
military presence in the Middle East before 
1980, chiefly a small naval force based at Bah-
rain since 1958. The U.S. “twin pillar” strat-
egy relied on prerevolutionary Iran and Saudi 
Arabia to take the lead in defending the Per-
sian Gulf from the Soviet Union and its client 
regimes in Iraq, Syria, and South Yemen,89 but 
the 1979 Iranian revolution demolished one 
pillar, and the December 1979 Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan increased the Soviet threat to 
the Gulf. President Jimmy Carter proclaimed 
in January 1980 that the United States would 
take military action to defend oil-rich Per-
sian Gulf states from external aggression, a 
commitment known as the Carter Doctrine. 
In 1980, he ordered the creation of the Rapid 
Deployment Joint Task Force (RDJTF), the 
precursor to USCENTCOM, established in 
January 1983.90

Up until the late 1980s, a possible Soviet in-
vasion of Iran was considered to be the most 
significant threat facing the U.S. in the Middle 
East.91 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi regime became the 
chief threat to regional stability. Iraq invaded 
Kuwait in August 1990, and the United States 
responded in January 1991 by leading an in-
ternational coalition of more than 30 nations 
to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait. CENTCOM 
commanded the U.S. contribution of more 
than 532,000 military personnel to the co-
alition armed forces, which totaled at least 
737,000.92 This marked the peak U.S. force de-
ployment in the Middle East.

Confrontations with Iraq continued 
throughout the 1990s as a result of Iraqi vio-
lations of the 1991 Gulf War cease-fire. Bagh-
dad’s failure to cooperate with U.N. arms 
inspectors to verify the destruction of its 
weapons of mass destruction and its links to 
terrorism led to the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 
2003. During the initial invasion, U.S. forces 
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reached nearly 150,000, joined by military 
personnel from coalition forces. Apart from 
the “surge” in 2007, when President George 
W. Bush deployed an additional 30,000 per-
sonnel, American combat forces in Iraq fluc-
tuated between 100,000 and 150,000.93 In 
December 2011, the U.S. officially completed 
its withdrawal of troops, leaving only 150 per-
sonnel attached to the U.S. embassy in Iraq.94

Since the withdrawal from Iraq, the U.S. 
has continued to maintain a limited number 
of forces in the Middle East. The bulk of these 
personnel are based in GCC countries. As of 
October 2015, approximately 35,000 U.S. mili-
tary personnel were operating in the Middle 
East. Their exact disposition is not made 
public because of political sensitivities in the 
region,95 but information gleaned from open 
sources reveals the following:

• Kuwait. Approximately 15,000 U.S. per-
sonnel are based in Kuwait.96 These forces 
are spread among Camp Arifjan, Ahmed 
Al Jaber Air Base, and Ali Al Salem Air 
Base. A squadron of fighters and Patriot 
missile systems are normally deployed 
to Kuwait.

• UAE. According to UAE and U.S. offi-
cials, about 5,000 U.S. personnel, mainly 
from the U.S. Air Force, are stationed at 
Al Dhafra Air Base. Their main mission 
in the UAE is to operate fighters, UAVs, 
refueling aircraft, and surveillance air-
craft. The United States also has regularly 
deployed F-22 Raptor combat aircraft to 
Al Dhafra.97Patriot missile systems are 
deployed for air and missile defense.

• Oman. Since 2004, Omani facilities 
reportedly have not been used for air 
support operations in either Afghanistan 
or Iraq, and the number of U.S. military 
personnel in Oman has fallen to about 
200, mostly from the U.S. Air Force. The 
United States reportedly can use—with 
advance notice and for specified purpos-
es—Oman’s military airfields in Muscat 

(the capital), Thumrait, and Masirah 
Island.98

• Bahrain. The oldest U.S. military pres-
ence in the Middle East is found in 
Bahrain. Today, some 7,000 U.S. mili-
tary personnel are based there. Bahrain 
is home to the Naval Support Activity 
Bahrain and the U.S. Fifth Fleet, so most 
U.S. military personnel there belong to the 
U.S. Navy. The U.S. recently signed on to 
a $580 million military construction pro-
gram to improve the Al Salman Pier, to be 
completed in 2017.99 A significant number 
of U.S. Air Force personnel operate out of 
Shaykh Isa Air Base, where F-16s, F/A-18s, 
and P-3 surveillance aircraft are sta-
tioned.100 U.S. Patriot missile systems also 
are deployed to Bahrain. The deep-water 
port of Khalifa bin Salman is one of the 
few facilities in the Gulf that can accom-
modate U.S. aircraft carriers.

• Saudi Arabia. The U.S. withdrew the bulk 
of its forces from Saudi Arabia in 2003. 
Little information on the number of U.S. 
military personnel currently based there 
is available. However, elements of the U.S. 
379th Air Expeditionary Wing, along with 
the six-decade-old United States Military 
Training Mission to the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia, the four-decade-old Office of the 
Program Manager of the Saudi Arabian 
National Guard Modernization Program, 
and the Office of the Program Manager–
Facilities Security Force, are based in 
Eskan Village Air Base, approximately 13 
miles south of the capital city of Riyadh.101

• Qatar. Thousands of U.S. personnel are 
deployed in Qatar, mainly from the U.S. 
Air Force. The U.S. operates its Combined 
Air Operations Center at Al Udeid Air 
Base, which is one of the most important 
U.S. air bases in the world. Heavy bomb-
ers, tankers, transports, and ISR aircraft 
operate from there. Al Udeid Air Base 
also serves as the forward headquarters of 
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CENTCOM. In addition, the base houses 
prepositioned U.S. military equipment. It 
is defended by U.S. Patriot missile systems.

• Jordan. Although there are no U.S. mili-
tary bases in Jordan, the U.S. has a long 
history of conducting training exercises 
in the country. Due to recent events in 
neighboring Syria, 1,500 American sol-
diers, a squadron of F-16s, a Patriot missile 
battery, and M142 High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket Systems102 have been deployed in 
Jordan.103

• Iraq. In December 2011, the number of 
U.S. troops in Iraq was reduced to 150 
personnel to protect the U.S. embassy. 
However, since the invasion of northwest-
ern Iraq by the Islamic State, U.S. troop 
numbers in the country have gradually 
been increasing. As of March 2016, ap-
proximately 5,000 U.S. personnel were 
deployed on a temporary basis in Iraq, 
although the number of officially assigned 
forces remained below a cap of 3,870.104 In 
February 2015, the U.S. reportedly moved 
combat search-and-rescue teams to 
northern Iraq to support possible rescue 
missions in Syria.105

In addition, there have been media reports 
that the U.S. government operates a secret UAV 
base in Saudi Arabia from which drone attacks 
against militants in Yemen are launched.106 
There also are reports of an American base on 
Yemen’s Socotra Island, which is located near 
the coast of Somalia, being used for counter-
terrorism operations off the Horn of Africa 
and Yemen.107

CENTCOM’s stated mission is to promote 
cooperation among nations, respond to crises, 
deter or defeat state and non-state aggression, 
support economic development, and, when 
necessary, perform reconstruction in order 
to establish the conditions for regional secu-
rity, stability, and prosperity. This mission 
statement is supported by several focus area 
objectives. According to the 2016 CENTCOM 

posture statement submitted to Congress, the 
10 focus areas are:108

• Dismantle and ultimately defeat ISIL in 
order to prevent further trans-regional 
spread of sectarian-fueled radical extrem-
ism and to mitigate the continuing Iraq–
Syria crisis.

• Continue support to Afghanistan, in 
partnership with NATO, to assist Afghani-
stan as it establishes itself as a regionally 
integrated, secure, stable, and developing 
country; continue planning and coordi-
nation for the enduring U.S. and NATO 
partnerships in Afghanistan beyond the 
end of 2016.

• Defeat Al Qaeda, deny violent extremists 
safe havens and freedom of movement, 
and limit the reach of terrorists, to en-
hance protection of the U.S. homeland and 
allies and partner nation homelands.

• Counter the Iranian Threat Network’s 
malign activities in the region, to include 
the impacts of surrogates and proxies.

• Support a whole of government approach 
to developments in Yemen, preventing 
Yemen from growing as an ungoverned 
space for AQ/VEOs [violent extremist 
organizations]; and supporting regional 
stability efforts that retain U.S. CT [coun-
terterrorism] capacity in the region.

• Maintain a credible deterrent posture 
against Iran’s evolving conventional and 
strategic military capabilities.

• Prevent, and if required, counter the pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction; 
disrupt their development and prevent 
their use.

• Protect lines of communication, en-
sure free use of the shared spaces 
(including the cyber commons), and 
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secure unimpeded global access for le-
gal commerce.

• Shape, support, incentivize, and main-
tain ready, flexible regional Coalitions 
and partners, as well as cross-CCMD and 
interagency U.S. whole-of-government 
teams, to support crisis response; opti-
mize military resources.

• Develop and execute security cooperation 
programs, improving bilateral and multi-
lateral partnerships, building partnered 

“capacities,” and improving information 
sharing, security, and stability.

CENTCOM is supported by four service 
component commands and one subordinate 
unified command: U.S. Naval Forces Mid-
dle East (USNAVCENT); U.S. Army Forces 
Middle East (USARCENT); U.S. Air Forces 
Middle East (USAFCENT); U.S. Marine 
Forces Middle East (MARCENT); and U.S. 
Special Operations Command Middle East 
(SOCCENT).

• U.S. Naval Forces Central Command. 
USNAVCENT is the maritime component 
of USCENTCOM. With its forward head-
quarters in Bahrain, it is responsible for 
commanding the afloat units that rota-
tionally deploy or surge from the United 
States, in addition to other ships that are 
based in the Gulf for longer periods. US-
NAVCENT conducts persistent maritime 
operations to advance U.S. interests, deter 
and counter disruptive countries, defeat 
violent extremism, and strengthen part-
ner nations’ maritime capabilities in order 
to promote a secure maritime environ-
ment in an area encompassing about 2.5 
million square miles of water.

• U.S. Army Forces Central Command. 
USARCENT is the land component of 
USCENTCOM. Based in Kuwait, it is 
responsible for land operations in an area 
encompassing 4.6 million square miles 

(1.5 times larger than the continental 
United States).

• U.S. Air Forces Central Command. 
USAFCENT is the air component of 
USCENTCOM. Based in Qatar, it is re-
sponsible for air operations and working 
with the air forces of partner countries 
in the region. Additionally, USAFCENT 
manages an extensive supply and equip-
ment prepositioning program at several 
regional sites.

• U.S. Marine Forces Central Command. 
USMARCENT is the designated Marine 
Corps service component for USCENT-
COM. Based in Bahrain, it is responsible 
for all Marine Corps forces in the region.

• U.S. Special Operations Command 
Central. SOCCENT is a subordinate 
USCENTCOM unified command. Based 
in Qatar, it is responsible for planning spe-
cial operations throughout the USCENT-
COM region, planning and conducting 
peacetime joint/combined special opera-
tions training exercises, and orchestrating 
command and control of peacetime and 
wartime special operations.

In addition to the American military pres-
ence in the region, two U.S. allies—the United 
Kingdom and France—play an important role 
that should not be overlooked.

The U.K.’s presence in the Middle East is 
a legacy of British imperial rule. The U.K. has 
maintained close ties with many countries over 
which it once ruled and has conducted military 
operations in the region for decades. Approxi-
mately 1,200 British service personnel are based 
throughout the Gulf. The British presence in the 
region is dominated by the Royal Navy. In terms 
of permanently based naval assets, there are 
four mine hunters and one Royal Fleet Auxiliary 
supply ship. Generally, there are two frigates or 
destroyers in the Gulf or Arabian Sea performing 
maritime security duties. Although such matters 
are not the subject of public discussion, U.K. 
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attack submarines also operate in the area. As 
a sign of its long-term maritime presence in the 
region, the U.K. recently broke ground on an 
$11 million new headquarters for its Maritime 
Component Command at Bahrain’s Salman Na-
val Base.109

The U.K. also has a sizeable Royal Air Force 
(RAF) presence in the region, mainly in the 
UAE and Oman. A short drive from Dubai, Al-
Minhad Air Base is home to a small contingent 
of U.K. personnel. An Expeditionary Air Wing 
recently stood up to support air transport 
links between the U.K. and forces deployed in 
the region and to provide logistical support to 
RAF assets visiting the region.110 The U.K. also 
operates small RAF detachments in Oman 
that support U.K. and coalition operations in 
the region. Although considered to be in Eu-
rope, the U.K.’s Sovereign Base Areas of Ak-
rotiri and Dhekelia in Cyprus have supported 
U.S. military and intelligence operations in the 
past and will continue to do so in the future.

The British presence in the region extends 
beyond soldiers, ships, and planes. A British-
run staff college recently opened in Qatar, and 
Kuwait recently chose the U.K. to help run its 
own equivalent of the Royal Military Acad-
emy at Sandhurst.111 The U.K. also plays a very 
active role in training the Saudi Arabian and 
Jordanian militaries.

The French presence in the Gulf is smaller 
than the U.K.’s but is still significant. France 
opened its first military base in the Gulf in 
2009 in Abu Dhabi in the UAE. This was the 
first foreign military installation built by the 
French in 50 years.112 In total, the French have 
700 personnel based in the country along 
with six Rafale fighter jets.113 French ships 
have access to the Zayed Port, which is big 
enough to handle every ship in the French 
Navy except the aircraft carrier Charles De 
Gaulle. In the wake of the Iran nuclear deal, 
Gulf states have increasingly looked to France 
to buy arms, partly to signal their discontent 
with U.S.–Iran policy. France secured billions 
in regional defense contracts in 2015, raising 
French arms exports to the highest level in 15 
years.114

Key Infrastructure and 
Warfighting Capabilities

The Middle East is geographically situ-
ated in a critical location. Two-thirds of the 
world’s population lives within an eight-hour 
flight from the Gulf region, making it acces-
sible from most of the globe. The Middle East 
also contains some of the world’s most critical 
maritime choke points, such as the Suez Ca-
nal and the Strait of Hormuz.

While infrastructure is not as developed 
in the Middle East as it is in North America 
or Europe, a decades-long presence means 
that the U.S. has tried and tested systems 
that involve moving large numbers of maté-
riel and personnel into and out of the region. 
For example, according to the Department 
of Defense, at the height of U.S. combat op-
erations in Iraq in the second Gulf War, there 
were 165,000 servicemembers and 505 bases. 
Moving personnel and equipment out of the 
country was an enormous undertaking—“the 
largest logistical drawdown since World War 
II”115—and included the redeployment of “the 
60,000 troops who remained in Iraq at the 
time and more than 1 million pieces of equip-
ment ahead of their deadline.”116

As of 2014, 60 percent of roads in the Mid-
dle East region were paved, but wide variation 
exists between countries. For example, 100 
percent of the roads in Israel, Jordan, and the 
UAE are paved. Other nations, such as Oman 
(46 percent), Saudi Arabia (21.5 percent), and 
Yemen (8.7 percent), have poor paved road 
coverage.117 Rail coverage is also poor. For 
instance, Saudi Arabia has only 700 miles of 
railroads. By comparison, Maryland, which is 
roughly 1.5 percent the size of Saudi Arabia, 
has about the same amount.118 In Syria, five 
years of civil war has wreaked havoc on the 
rail system.119

Though only 45 percent of runways of the 
region’s 1,135 airports are paved, air traffic is 
set to grow and eventually to outpace world 
growth statistics. In an attempt to diversify 
their economies, some nations in the region 
have been upgrading their air transporta-
tion infrastructure to take advantage of their 
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location for connecting flights, thus opening 
up a competition. Qatar opened a new $15 bil-
lion airport in May 2014;120 Abu Dhabi Inter-
national Airport is undergoing an expansion 
program that is expected to be completed in 
2017; and Dubai International Airport, the 
world’s seventh busiest airport, is undergo-
ing a $7.8 billion expansion project to boost 
capacity.121

The U.S. has access to several airfields in 
the region. The primary air hub for U.S. forces 
in the region is at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. 
Other airfields include Ali Al Salem Air Base, 
Kuwait; Al Dhafra, UAE; Al Minhad, UAE; Isa, 
Bahrain; Eskan Village Air Base, Saudi Arabia; 
Muscat, Oman; Thumrait, Oman; Masirah Is-
land, Oman; and use of the commercial airport 
at Seeb, Oman. In the past, the U.S. has used 
major airfields in Iraq, including Baghdad In-
ternational Airport and Balad Air Base, as well 
as Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia. Just 
because the U.S. has access to a particular air 
base today does not mean that it will be made 
available for a particular operation in the fu-
ture. For example, it is highly likely that Qatar 
and Oman would not allow the U.S. to use air 
bases in their territory for strikes against Iran.

The U.S. has access to ports in the region, 
perhaps most importantly in Bahrain. The 
Naval Support Activity Bahrain has undertak-
en a $260 million expansion project that will 
enable the homeporting of littoral combat 
ships by 2018 in one of the world’s busiest wa-
terways.122 The U.S. also has access to a deep-
water port, Khalifa bin Salman, in Bahrain 
and naval facilities at Fujairah, UAE.123 The 
UAE’s commercial port of Jebel Ali is open for 
visits from U.S. warships and prepositioning 
of equipment for operations in the theater.124

Approximately 90 percent of the world’s 
trade travels by sea, and some of the busiest 
and most important shipping lanes are locat-
ed in the Middle East. For example, the Strait 
of Hormuz and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait 
combined have over 65,000 cargo ships trav-
elling through them each year.125 Given the 
high volume of maritime traffic in the Middle 
East region, no U.S. military operation can 

be undertaken without consideration of how 
these shipping lanes offer opportunity and 
risk to America and her allies. The major ship-
ping routes include:

• The Suez Canal. In 2015, 998.7 million 
tons of cargo transited the canal, averag-
ing 47.9 ships each day.126 Considering 
that the canal itself is 120 miles long but 
only 670 feet wide, this is an impres-
sive amount of traffic. The Suez Canal 
is important for Europe in terms of oil 
transportation. The canal also serves as an 
important strategic asset, as it is routinely 
used by the U.S. Navy to move surface 
combatants between the Mediterranean 
Sea and the Red Sea.

Thanks to a bilateral arrangement be-
tween Egypt and the United States, the 
U.S. Navy enjoys priority access to the 
canal. However, the journey through the 
narrow waterway is no easy task for large 
surface combatants. The canal was not 
constructed with the aim of accommodat-
ing 90,000-ton aircraft carriers and there-
fore exposes a larger ship to attack. For 
this reason, a variety of security protocols 
are followed, including the provision of air 
support by the Egyptian military.127

• Strait of Hormuz. The Strait of Hor-
muz is a critical oil-supply bottleneck 
and the world’s busiest passageway for 
oil tankers. The strait links the Persian 
Gulf with the Arabian Sea and the Gulf of 
Oman. Nearly 17 million barrels of oil per 
day, “about 30% of all seaborne-traded 
oil,” pass through the strait for an annual 
total of more than 6 billion barrels of oil. 
Most of these crude oil exports go to Asian 
markets, particularly Japan, India, South 
Korea, and China.128

The shipping routes through the Strait 
of Hormuz are particularly vulnerable to 
disruption, given the extremely narrow 
passage and its proximity to Iran. Tehran 
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has repeatedly threatened to close the 
strategic strait if it is attacked. While 
attacking shipping in the strait would 
drive up oil prices, Iran would also lose, 
both because it depends on the Strait of 
Hormuz to export its own crude oil and 
because it would undermine Tehran’s 
relations with such oil importers as China, 
Japan, and India. Tehran also would pay 
a heavy military price if it provoked a U.S. 
military response.

• Bab el-Mandeb Strait. The Bab el-Man-
deb strait is a strategic waterway located 
between the Horn of Africa and Yemen 
that links the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean. 
Exports from the Persian Gulf and Asia 
destined for Western markets must pass 
through the strait en route to the Suez Ca-
nal. Oil tankers transport approximately 
4.7 million barrels of oil per day through 
the strait.129The Bab el-Mandeb Strait is 18 
miles wide at its narrowest point, limiting 
passage to two channels for inbound and 
outbound shipments.130

Over the past decade, piracy off the coast 
of Somalia has dominated the focus of 
international maritime security efforts. 
Recently, however, the frequency of 
pirate attacks in the region has dropped 
off, reaching the lowest point since 2006, 
according to the International Maritime 
Bureau’s global piracy report. Pirate 
activity, however, continues to threaten 
international trade and the safety of the 
international commons.131

Maritime Prepositioning of Equip-
ment and Supplies. The U.S. military has de-
ployed non-combatant maritime preposition-
ing ships (MPS), containing large amounts of 
military equipment and supplies, in strategic 
locations from which they can reach areas of 
conflict relatively quickly as associated U.S. 
Army or Marine Corps units located else-
where arrive in the areas. The British Indian 
Ocean Territory of Diego Garcia, an island 

atoll, hosts the U.S. Naval Support Facility 
Diego Garcia, which supports prepositioning 
ships that can supply Army or Marine Corps 
units deployed for contingency operations in 
the Middle East.

Conclusion
For the foreseeable future, the Middle East 

region will remain a key focus for U.S. military 
planners. An area that was once considered 
relatively stable, mainly due to the ironfisted 
rule of authoritarian regimes, is now highly 
unstable and a breeding ground for terrorism. 
Overall security in the region has deteriorated 
in recent years. Conflicts in Iraq, Libya, Syria, 
and Yemen have worsened, with Islamic State 
or al-Qaeda fighters playing major roles. The 
Russian and Iranian interventions in Syria 
have greatly complicated the fighting there. 
Egypt faces a growing insurgency in the Sinai 
that is gradually spreading. Iraq has managed 
to stem the advance and push back the Islam-
ic State but needs substantial help to defeat it.

Many of the borders created after World 
War I are disappearing. In countries like Iraq, 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen, the supremacy of 
the nation-state is being challenged by non-
state actors that wield influence, power, and 
resources comparable to those of small states. 
The main security and political challenges 
in the region are inextricably linked to the 
unrealized aspirations of the Arab Spring, 
surging transnational terrorism, and the po-
tential threat of Iran. These challenges are 
made more difficult by the Arab–Israeli con-
flict, Sunni–Shia sectarian divides, the rise 
of Iran’s Islamist revolutionary nationalism, 
and the proliferation of Sunni Islamist revo-
lutionary groups.

Thanks to decades of U.S. military opera-
tions in the Middle East, the U.S. has tried 
and tested procedures for operating in the re-
gion. Bases and infrastructure are well estab-
lished. The logistical processes for maintain-
ing a large force forward deployed thousands 
of miles away from the homeland are well in 
place. Unlike in Europe, all of these process-
es have recently been tested in combat. The 
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personal links between allied armed forces 
are also present. Joint training exercises im-
prove interoperability, and U.S. military edu-
cational courses, which officers (and often 
royals) from the Middle East regularly attend, 
allow the U.S. to influence some of the region’s 
future leaders.

America’s relationships in the region are 
pragmatically based on shared security and 
economic concerns. As long as these issues 
remain relevant to both sides, the U.S. is likely 
to have an open door to operate in the Middle 
East when its national interests require it to 
do so.

Scoring the Middle East Operating Environment
As noted at the beginning of this section, 

various aspects of the region facilitate or in-
hibit the ability of the U.S. to conduct military 
operations to defend its vital national inter-
ests against threats. Our assessment of the 
operating environment utilizes a five-point 
scale, ranging from “very poor” to “excellent” 
conditions and covering four regional charac-
teristics of greatest relevance to the conduct 
of military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for 
military operations. Physical infrastruc-
ture is insufficient or nonexistent, and the 
region is politically unstable. In addition, 
the U.S. military is poorly placed or absent, 
and alliances are nonexistent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political in-
stability. The U.S. military is inadequately 
placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political en-
vironment. The U.S. military is well placed 
in the region for future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable oper-
ating environment includes well-estab-
lished and well-maintained infrastructure, 
strong and capable allies, and a stable 
political environment. The U.S. military 
is exceptionally well placed to defend U.S. 
interests.

The key regional characteristics consist of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense, 
as allies would be more likely to lend 
support to U.S. military operations. Vari-
ous indicators provide insight into the 
strength or health of an alliance. These 
include whether the U.S. trains regularly 
with countries in the region, has good 
interoperability with the forces of an ally, 
and shares intelligence with nations in 
the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability 
brings predictability for military planners 
when considering such things as tran-
sit, basing, and overflight rights for U.S. 
military operations. The overall degree of 
political stability indicates whether U.S. 
military actions would be hindered or en-
abled and considers, for example, whether 
transfers of power in the region are gener-
ally peaceful and whether there been any 
recent instances of political instability.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having mili-
tary forces based or equipment and sup-
plies staged in a region greatly facilitates 
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the ability if the United States to respond 
to crises and, presumably, achieve suc-
cess in critical “first battles” more quickly. 
Being routinely present in a region also 
assists in maintaining familiarity with its 
characteristics and the various actors who 
might assist or thwart U.S. actions. With 
this in mind, we assessed whether or not 
the U.S. military was well positioned in the 
region. Again, indicators included bases, 
troop presence, prepositioned equipment, 
and recent examples of military opera-
tions (including training and humanitar-
ian) launched from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 
lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain combat operations. We 
combined expert knowledge of regions 
with publicly available information on 
critical infrastructure to arrive at our 
overall assessment of this metric.132

In summary, the U.S. has developed an ex-
tensive network of bases in the region and has 
acquired substantial operational experience 
in combatting regional threats, but many of 
its allies are hobbled by political instability, 
economic problems, internal security threats, 
and mushrooming transnational threats. Al-
though the overall score remains “moderate,” 
as it was last year, it has fallen lower and is 
on the edge of dipping to “poor” because of 
increasing political instability and growing 
bilateral tensions with allies over the security 
implications of the nuclear agreement with 
Iran and how best to fight the Islamic State.

With this in mind, we arrived at these aver-
age scores for the Middle East (rounded to the 
nearest whole number):

• Alliances: 3—Moderate

• Political Stability: 1—Very Poor

• U.S. Military Positioning: 3—Moderate

• Infrastructure: 3—Moderate

Leading to a regional score of: Moderate

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances %

Political Stability %

U.S. Military Posture %

Infrastructure %

OVERALL %

Operating Environment: Middle East
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Asia

S ince the founding of the American repub-
lic, Asia has been a key area of interest 

for the United States for both economic and 
security reasons. One of the first ships to sail 
under an American flag was the aptly named 
Empress of China, inaugurating the Ameri-
can role in the lucrative China trade in 1784. 
In the subsequent more than 200 years, the 
United States has worked under the strategic 
assumption that it was inimical to American 
interests to allow any single nation to domi-
nate Asia. Asia constituted too important a 
market and was too great a source of key re-
sources for the United States to be denied ac-
cess. Thus, beginning with U.S. Secretary of 
State John Hay’s “Open Door” policy toward 
China in the 19th century, the United States 
has worked to prevent the rise of a regional 
hegemon, whether it was imperial Japan in 
Asia or the Soviet Union in Europe.

In the 21st century, the importance of Asia 
to the United States will continue to grow. Al-
ready, Asian markets absorb over a quarter of 
American exports in goods and services and, 
combined, support one-third of all American 
export-related jobs.1 This number is likely 
to grow.

Not only is Asia still a major market with 
two of the world’s most populous countries, 
but it is also a key source of vital natural re-
sources and such goods as electronic com-
ponents. Over 40 percent of the world’s hard 
drives, for example, are made in Thailand. The 
March 2011 earthquake that devastated Japan 
had global repercussions as supply chains for 
a variety of products from cars to computers 
were disrupted worldwide.

Asia is a matter of more than just economic 
concern, however. Several of the world’s larg-
est militaries are in Asia, including those of 
China, India, North and South Korea, Paki-
stan, Russia, and Vietnam. The United States 
also maintains a network of treaty alliances 
and security partnerships, as well as a sig-
nificant military presence, in Asia. Five Asian 
states (China, North Korea, India, Pakistan, 
and Russia) possess nuclear weapons.

The region is a focus of American secu-
rity concerns both because of the presence 
of substantial military forces and because 
of the legacy of conflict. The two major “hot” 
wars the United States fought during the Cold 
War were both in Asia—Korea and Vietnam. 
Moreover, the Asian security environment 
is unstable. For one thing, the Cold War has 
not ended in Asia. Of the four states divided 
between Communism and democracy by the 
Cold War, three (China, Korea, and Vietnam) 
were in Asia. Neither the Korean nor the Chi-
na–Taiwan situation was resolved despite the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.

The Cold War itself was an ideological 
conflict layered atop long-standing—and 
still lingering—historical animosities. Asia 
is home to several major territorial disputes, 
among them:

• Northern Territories/Southern Kuriles 
(Japan and Russia);

• Senkakus/Diaoyutai/Diaoyu Dao (Japan, 
China, and Taiwan);
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• Dok-do/Takeshima (Korea and Japan);

• Paracels/Xisha Islands (Vietnam, China, 
and Taiwan);

• Spratlys/Nansha Islands (China, Tai-
wan, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, and 
the Philippines);

• Kashmir (India and Pakistan); and

• Aksai Chin and parts of the Indian state of 
Arunachal Pradesh (India and China).

Even the various names applied to the dis-
puted territories reflect the fundamental dif-
ferences in point of view, as each state refers 
to the disputed areas under a different name. 
Similarly, different names are applied to the 
various major bodies of water: for example, 

“East Sea” or “Sea of Japan” and “Yellow Sea” 
or “West Sea.”

These disputes over names also reflect 
the broader tensions rooted in historical ani-
mosities—enmities that still scar the region. 
Most notably, Japan’s actions in World War 
II remain a major source of controversy, par-
ticularly in China and South Korea, where de-
bates over issues such as what is incorporated 
in textbooks and governmental statements 
prevent old wounds from completely healing. 
Similarly, a Chinese claim that much of the 
Korean peninsula was once Chinese territory 
aroused reactions in both Koreas. The end of 
the Cold War did little to resolve any of these 
underlying disagreements.

It is in this light that one should consider 
the lack of a political–security architecture, 
or even much of an economic one, undergird-
ing East Asia. Despite substantial trade and 
expanding value chains among the various 
Asian states, as well as with the rest of the 
world, formal economic integration is lim-
ited. There is no counterpart to the European 
Union or even to the European Economic 
Community, just as there is no parallel to the 
European Coal and Steel Community, the 
precursor to European economic integration.

The Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) is a far looser agglomera-
tion of disparate states, although they have 
succeeded in expanding economic linkages 
among themselves over the past 49 years. 
Less important to regional stability has been 
the South Asia Association of Regional Co-
operation (SAARC), which includes Afghani-
stan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The SAARC 
is largely ineffective, both because of the lack 
of regional economic integration and because 
of the historical rivalry between India and 
Pakistan. Also, despite attempts, there is still 
no Asia-wide free trade agreement (although 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership, if passed, and 
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership would help to remedy this gap to 
some extent).

Similarly, there is no equivalent of NATO, 
despite an ultimately failed mid-20th cen-
tury effort to forge a parallel multilateral se-
curity architecture through the Southeast 
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). Regional 
security entities such as the Five Power De-
fence Arrangement (involving the United 
Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, 
and Singapore in an “arrangement,” not an 
alliance) or discussion forums such as the 
ASEAN Regional Forum and the ASEAN De-
fense Ministers-Plus Meeting have been far 
weaker. Nor did an Asian equivalent of the 
Warsaw Pact arise. Instead, Asian security has 
been marked by a combination of bilateral al-
liances, mostly centered on the United States, 
and individual nations’ efforts to maintain 
their own security.

Important Alliances and 
Bilateral Relations in Asia

For the United States, the keys to its po-
sition in the Western Pacific are its alliances 
with Japan, the Republic of Korea, the Philip-
pines, Thailand, and Australia. These five alli-
ances are supplemented by very close security 
relationships with New Zealand, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and Singapore and evolving rela-
tionships with other nations in the region like 
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India, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The 
U.S. also has a robust unofficial relationship 
with Taiwan.

The United States enjoys the benefit of 
sharing common weapons and systems with 
many of its allies, which facilitates interop-
erability. Many nations, for example, have 
equipped their infantries with M-16/M-4–
based infantry weapons (and share the 
5.56mm caliber); F-15 and F-16 combat air-
craft; and LINK-16 data links. Consequently, 
in the event of conflict, the various air, naval, 
and even land forces will be capable of sharing 
information in such key areas as air defense 
and maritime domain awareness. This ad-
vantage is further expanded by the constant 
ongoing range of both bilateral and multi-
lateral exercises, which acclimates various 
forces to operating together and familiarizes 
both American and local commanders with 
each other’s standard operating procedures 
(SOPs), as well as training and tactics.

Japan. The U.S.–Japan defense relation-
ship is a critical centerpiece in the American 
network of relations in the Western Pacific. 
The U.S.–Japan Treaty of Mutual Coopera-
tion and Security, signed in 1960, provided 
for a deep alliance between two of the world’s 
largest economies and most sophisticated 
military establishments, and changes in Jap-
anese defense policies are now enabling an 
even greater level of cooperation on security 
issues between the two allies and others in 
the region.

Since the end of World War II, Japan’s de-
fense policy has been distinguished by Article 
9 of its constitution. This article, which states 
in part that “the Japanese people forever re-
nounce war as a sovereign right of the nation 
and the threat or use of force as means of set-
tling international disputes,”2 in effect pro-
hibits the use of force by Japan’s governments 
as an instrument of national policy. It also has 
led to several other associated policies.

One such policy is a prohibition on “collec-
tive self-defense.” Japan recognized that na-
tions have a right to employ their armed forc-
es to help other states defend themselves (i.e., 

to engage in collective defensive operations) 
but rejected that policy for itself: Japan would 
employ its forces only in defense of Japan. In 
2015, this changed. The U.S. and Japan revised 
their defense cooperation guidelines, and the 
Japanese passed necessary legislation to al-
low Japan to exercise collective self-defense 
in cases involving threats to the U.S. and mul-
tilateral peacekeeping operations.

A similar policy decision was made regard-
ing Japanese arms exports. For a variety of 
economic and political reasons, Tokyo has 
chosen to rely on domestic production to 
meet most of its military requirements. At 
the same time, until very recently, it chose to 
limit arms exports, banning them entirely to:

• Communist bloc countries;

• Countries that are placed by the U.N. 
Security Council under arms exports 
embargoes; and

• Countries that are involved in or likely to 
be involved in international conflicts.3

The relaxation of these export rules in 2014 
enabled Japan, among other things, to pursue 
(ultimately unsuccessfully) an opportunity 
to build new state-of-the-art submarines in 
Australia, for Australia, and possible sales of 
amphibious search and rescue aircraft to the 
Indian navy. Japan has also sold multiple pa-
trol vessels to the Philippine and Vietnamese 
Coast Guards.

Tokyo relies heavily on the United States 
for its security. In particular, it depends on the 
United States to deter nuclear attacks on the 
home islands. The combination of the pacifist 
constitution and Japan’s past (i.e., the atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki) has 
forestalled much public interest in obtaining 
an independent nuclear deterrent. Similarly, 
throughout the Cold War, Japan relied on the 
American conventional and nuclear commit-
ment to deter Soviet (and Chinese) aggression.

As part of its relationship with Japan, 
the United States maintains some 54,000 
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military personnel and another 8,000 Depart-
ment of Defense civilian employees in Japan 
under the rubric of U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ).4 
These forces include a forward-deployed car-
rier battle group (centered on the USS Ronald 
Reagan); a submarine tender; an amphibious 
assault ship at Yokosuka; and the bulk of the 
Third Marine Expeditionary Force (III MEF) 
on Okinawa. U.S. forces exercise regularly 
with their Japanese counterparts; in recent 
years, this collaboration has expanded from 
air and naval exercises to practicing amphibi-
ous operations together.

Supporting the American presence is a 
substantial American defense infrastructure 
established throughout Japan, including 
Okinawa. The array of major bases provides 
key logistical and communications support 
for U.S. operations throughout the West-
ern Pacific, cutting travel time substantially 
compared with deployments from Hawaii or 
the American West Coast. They also provide 
key listening posts on Russian, Chinese, and 
North Korean military operations. This is 
likely to be supplemented by Japan’s growing 
array of space systems, including new recon-
naissance satellites.

The Japanese government defrays a sub-
stantial portion of the cost of the American 
presence. At present, the government of Ja-
pan provides some $2 billion annually to 
support the cost of USFJ.5 These funds cover 
a variety of expenses, including utility and la-
bor costs at U.S. bases, improvements to U.S. 
facilities in Japan, and the cost of relocating 
training exercises away from populated areas 
in Japan.

U.S.–Japanese defense cooperation is un-
dergirded not only by the mutual security 
treaty, but also by the new 2015 U.S.–Japan 
Defense Guidelines. The guidelines allow 
both the geographic scope and the nature of 
Japan’s security contributions to include op-
erations “involving the use of force to respond 
to situations where an armed attack against a 
foreign country that is in a close relationship 
with Japan occurs.”6 The revisions make Ja-
pan a fuller partner in the alliance.

At least since the 1990 Gulf War, the Unit-
ed States had sought to obtain expanded Jap-
anese participation in international security 
affairs. This effort had generally been resisted 
by Japan’s political system, based on the view 
that Japan’s constitution, legal decisions, and 
popular attitudes all forbid such a shift. At-
tempts to expand Japan’s range of defense ac-
tivities, especially away from the home islands, 
have often been met by vehement opposition 
from Japan’s neighbors, especially China and 
South Korea, due to unresolved differences 
on issues ranging from territorial claims and 
boundaries to historical grievances and Japa-
nese visits to the Yasukuni Shrine. Even with 
the changes, these issues will doubtless con-
tinue to constrain Japan’s contributions to 
the alliance.

These issues have been sufficient to tor-
pedo efforts to improve defense cooperation 
between Seoul and Tokyo, a fact highlighted 
in 2012 by South Korea’s last-minute deci-
sion not to sign an agreement to share sensi-
tive military data, including details about the 
North Korean threat to both countries.7 In 
December 2014, the U.S., South Korea, and Ja-
pan signed a minimalist military data-sharing 
agreement limited only to information on the 
North Korean military threat and requiring 
both allies to pass information through the 
United States military. Similar controversies, 
rooted in history as well as in contemporary 
politics, have also affected Sino–Japanese re-
lations and, to a lesser extent, Japanese ties to 
some Southeast Asian states.

Nonetheless, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe 
has pushed through a reinterpretation of the 
legality of Japanese participation in “collective 
self-defense” situations, as well as a loosening 
of restrictions on arms sales. The combination 
of reforms provides the legal foundation for 
much greater Japanese interaction with other 
states in defense arenas, including joint pro-
duction of weapons and components and the 
potential for interaction with foreign military 
forces.8

Republic of Korea. The United States 
and the Republic of Korea (ROK) signed the 
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Mutual Defense Treaty in 1953. That treaty 
codified the relationship that had grown from 
the Korean War, when the United States dis-
patched troops to help South Korea defend 
itself against invasion by Communist North 
Korea. Since then, the two states have forged 
an enduring alliance that supplements a sub-
stantial trade and economic relationship that 
includes a free trade agreement.

The United States currently maintains 
some 28,500 troops in Korea, the largest con-
centration of American forces on the Asian 
mainland. This is centered mainly on the U.S. 
2nd Infantry Division and a significant num-
ber of combat aircraft.

The U.S.–ROK defense relationship in-
volves one of the more integrated and com-
plex command-and-control structures. A 
United Nations Command (UNC) established 
in 1950 was the basis for the American inter-
vention, and it remained in place after the 
armistice was signed in 1953. UNC has access 
to a number of bases in Japan in order to sup-
port U.N. forces in Korea. In concrete terms, 
however, it only oversaw South Korean and 
American forces as other nations’ contribu-
tions were gradually withdrawn or reduced to 
token elements.

In 1978, operational control of frontline 
South Korean and American military forces 
transitioned from UNC to Combined Forces 
Command (CFC). Headed by an American of-
ficer (who is also the Commander, U.N. Com-
mand), CFC reflects an unparalleled degree 
of U.S.–South Korean military integration. 
Similarly, the system of Korean Augmentees 
to the United States Army (KATUSA), which 
places South Korean soldiers into American 
units assigned to Korea, allows for a degree 
of tactical-level integration and cooperation 
that is atypical.

Current command arrangements for the 
U.S. and ROK militaries are for CFC to ex-
ercise operational control (OPCON) of all 
forces on the peninsula in time of war, while 
peacetime control rests with respective na-
tional authorities (although the U.S. exercises 
peacetime OPCON over non-U.S., non-ROK 

forces located on the peninsula). In 2003, 
South Korean president Roh Moo-hyun, as 
agreed with the U.S., began the process of 
transferring wartime operational control 
from CFC to South Korean commanders, 
thereby establishing the ROK military as fully 
independent of the United States. This deci-
sion engendered significant opposition with-
in South Korea, however, and raised serious 
military questions about the impact on unity 
of command. Coupled with various North Ko-
rean provocations (including a spate of mis-
sile tests as well as attacks on South Korean 
military forces and territory in 2010), Wash-
ington and Seoul agreed in late 2014 to post-
pone wartime OPCON transfer.9

The domestic political constraints under 
which South Korea’s military operates are 
less stringent than those that govern the op-
erations of the Japanese military. Thus, South 
Korea rotated several divisions to fight along-
side Americans in Vietnam. In the first Gulf 
War, the Iraq War, and Afghanistan, South 
Korea limited its contributions to non-com-
batant forces and monetary aid. The focus of 
South Korean defense planning remains on 
North Korea, however, especially as Pyong-
yang has deployed its forces in ways that op-
timize a southward advance. Concerns about 
North Korea have been heightened in recent 
years in the wake of the sinking of the South 
Korean frigate Cheonan and the shelling of 
Yongpyeong-do, perhaps the most serious in-
cident in decades. Moreover, in the past sev-
eral conflicts (e.g., Operation Iraqi Freedom), 
Seoul has not provided combat forces, prefer-
ring instead to send humanitarian and non-
combatant assistance.

Over the past several decades, the Ameri-
can presence on the peninsula has slowly de-
clined. In the early 1970s, President Richard 
Nixon withdrew the 7th Infantry Division, 
leaving only the 2nd Infantry Division on the 
peninsula. Those forces have been positioned 
farther back so that there are few Americans 
deployed on the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).

Washington has agreed to maintain 28,500 
troops in the ROK. These forces regularly 
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engage in major exercises with their ROK 
counterparts, including the Key Resolve and 
Foal Eagle series. Both of these series involve 
the actual deployment of a substantial num-
ber of forces and are partly intended to deter 
Pyongyang, as well as to give U.S. and ROK 
forces a chance to practice operating together.

The ROK government also provides sub-
stantial resources to defray the costs of U.S. 
Forces–Korea. It provides some $900 million 
annually in either direct funding or in-kind 
support, covering cost-sharing for labor, lo-
gistics, and improvements in facilities.10

The Philippines. America’s oldest de-
fense relationship in Asia is with the Philip-
pines. The United States seized the Philip-
pines from the Spanish over a century ago as 
a result of the Spanish–American War and a 
subsequent conflict with Philippine indige-
nous forces. But the U.S., unlike other colonial 
states, also put in place a mechanism for the 
Philippines to gain its independence, transi-
tioning through a period as a commonwealth 
until the archipelago was granted indepen-
dence in 1946. Just as important, substantial 
numbers of Filipinos fought alongside the 
United States against Japan in World War II, 
establishing a bond between the two peoples. 
Following World War II and after assisting 
the newly independent Filipino government 
against the Communist Hukbalahap move-
ment in the 1940s, the United States and the 
Philippines signed a mutual security treaty.

For much of the period between 1898 and 
the end of the Cold War, the largest Ameri-
can bases in the Pacific were in the Philip-
pines, centered around the U.S. Navy base in 
Subic Bay and the complex of airfields that 
developed around Clark Field (later Clark 
Air Base). While the Philippines have never 
had the ability to provide substantial finan-
cial support for the American presence, the 
base infrastructure was unparalleled, provid-
ing replenishment and repair facilities and 
substantially extending deployment periods 
throughout the East Asian littoral.

These bases were often centers of contro-
versy, however, as they were reminders of the 

colonial era. In 1991, a successor to the Mili-
tary Bases Agreement between the U.S. and 
the Philippines was submitted to the Philip-
pine Senate for ratification. The Philippines, 
after a lengthy debate, rejected the treaty, 
compelling American withdrawal from Phil-
ippine bases. Coupled with the effects of the 
1991 eruption of Mount Pinatubo (which dev-
astated Clark Air Base and damaged many 
Subic Bay facilities) and the end of the Cold 
War, closure of the bases was not seen as fun-
damentally damaging to America’s posture in 
the region.

Moreover, despite the closing of the Amer-
ican bases and consequent slashing of Ameri-
can military assistance, U.S.–Philippine mili-
tary relations remained close, and assistance 
began to increase again after 9/11 as U.S. forces 
assisted the Philippines in countering Islamic 
terrorist groups, including Abu Sayyaf, in the 
south of the archipelago. From 2002–2015, 
the U.S. rotated 500–600 special operations 
forces regularly through the Philippines to as-
sist in counterterrorism operations. That op-
eration, Joint Special Operations Task Force-
Philippines (JSOTF-P), closed in the first part 
of 2015, but the U.S. presence in Mindanao 
continues at reduced levels. Another 6,000 
participate in combined exercises with Phil-
ippine troops.11

In 2014, the United States and the Philip-
pines announced a new Enhanced Defense 
Cooperation Agreement (EDCA), which al-
lows for an expanded American presence 
in the archipelago,12 and in early 2016, they 
agreed on five specific bases subject to the 
agreement. Under the EDCA, U.S. forces will 
rotate through these locations on an expand-
ed basis, allowing for a more regular presence 
(but not new, permanent bases) in the islands, 
and will engage in more joint training with 
AFP forces. The agreement also facilitates the 
provision of humanitarian assistance and di-
saster relief (HA/DR). The United States also 
agreed to improve the facilities it uses and to 
transfer and sell more military equipment to 
the AFP to help it modernize. This is an im-
portant step, as the Philippine military has 



135The Heritage Foundation  |  heritage.org

 
long been one of the weakest in the region, 
despite the need to defend an incredibly large 
expanse of ocean, shoreline, and territory.

One long-standing difference between the 
U.S. and the Philippines has been the applica-
tion of the U.S.–Philippine Mutual Defense 
Treaty to disputed islands in the South China 
Sea. While the U.S. has long maintained that 
the treaty does not extend American obliga-
tions to disputed areas and territories, Fili-
pino officials occasionally have held other-
wise.13 The EDCA does not settle this question, 
but the growing tensions in the South China 
Sea, including in recent years at Scarborough 
Shoal, have highlighted Manila’s need for 
greater support from and cooperation with 
Washington. Moreover, the U.S. government 
has long been explicit that any attack on Phil-
ippine government ships or aircraft, or on the 
Philippine armed forces, would be covered 
under the Treaty, “thus separating the issue 
of territorial sovereignty from attack on Phil-
ippine military and public vessels.”14

In 2016, the Philippines elected a new, very 
unconventional President, Rodrigo Duterte, 
to a six-year term. His rhetorical challenges 
to current priorities in the U.S.–Philippines 
alliance raise questions about the trajectory 
of the alliance and the sustainability of new 
initiatives that are important to it.

Thailand. The U.S.–Thai security rela-
tionship is built on the 1954 Manila Pact, 
which established the now-defunct South-
east Asia Treaty Organization, and the 1962 
Thanat–Rusk agreement. These were supple-
mented by the 2012 Joint Vision statement 
for U.S.–Thai relations. In 2003, Thailand was 
designated a “major, non-NATO ally,” giving it 
improved access to American arms sales.

Thailand’s central location has made it an 
important component of the network of U.S. 
alliances in Asia. During the Vietnam War, a va-
riety of American aircraft were based in Thai-
land, ranging from fighter-bombers and B-52s 
to reconnaissance aircraft. In the first Gulf War 
and again in the Iraq War, some of those same 
air bases were essential for the rapid deploy-
ment of American forces to the Persian Gulf.

U.S. and Thai forces regularly exercise 
together, most notably in the annual Cobra 
Gold exercises, first begun in 1982. This builds 
on a partnership that began with the dispatch 
of Thai forces to the Korean War, where over 
1,200 Thai troops died (out of some 6,000 
deployed). The Cobra Gold exercises are 
among the world’s largest multilateral mili-
tary exercises.

U.S.–Thai relations have been strained in 
recent years as a result of domestic unrest 
and two coups in Thailand. This strife has 
limited the extent of U.S.–Thai military coop-
eration, as U.S. law prohibits U.S. funding for 
many kinds of assistance to a foreign coun-
try in which a military coup deposes a duly 
elected head of government. Nonetheless, 
the two states continue to cooperate, includ-
ing in joint military exercises and in the area 
of counterterrorism. The Counter Terrorism 
Information Center (CTIC) continues to al-
low the two states to share vital information 
about terrorist activities in Asia. CTIC is al-
leged to have played a key role in the capture 
of the leader of Jemaah Islamiyah, Hambali, 
in 2003.15

Thailand has also been drawing closer to 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC). This 
process has been underway since the end of 
the Vietnam War but is accelerating due to ex-
panding economic relations between the two 
states. Between 2005 and 2010, the value of 
trade between the two states doubled. Today, 
China is Thailand’s leading trading partner.16

The Thai and Chinese militaries also 
have improved relations over the years. In-
telligence officers began formal meetings in 
1988. Thai and Chinese military forces have 
engaged in joint counterterrorism exercises 
since 2007, and the two nations’ marines have 
exercised jointly since 2010.17 Thai–Chinese 
military relations may have accelerated as a 
result of the U.S. restrictions imposed in the 
wake of Thai political instability.

Australia. Australia is one of the most 
important American allies in the Asia–Pa-
cific. U.S.–Australia security ties date back to 
World War I, when U.S. forces fought under 
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Australian command on the Western Front. 
These ties deepened during World War II 
when, after Japan commenced hostilities in 
the Western Pacific, Australian forces com-
mitted to the North Africa campaign were not 
returned to defend the continent—despite 
British promises to do so. As Japanese forces 
attacked the East Indies and secured Singa-
pore, Australia turned to the United States to 
bolster its defenses, and American and Aus-
tralian forces subsequently cooperated close-
ly in the Pacific War. Those ties and America’s 
role as the main external supporter for Aus-
tralian security were codified in the Australia–
New Zealand–U.S. (ANZUS) pact of 1951.

A key part of the Obama Administration’s 
“Asia pivot” was to rotate additional United 
States Air Force units and Marines through 
Northern Australia.18 Eventually expected 
to total some 2,500 troops, the initial con-
tingents of Marine forces are based near the 
northern city of Darwin. The two sides con-
tinue to negotiate the terms of the full de-
ployment, which it is now estimated will be 
complete by 2020.19 Meanwhile, the two na-
tions engage in a variety of security coopera-
tion efforts, including joint space surveillance 
activities. These were codified in 2014 with 
an agreement that allows sharing of space in-
formation data among the U.S., Australia, the 
U.K., and Canada.20

The two nations’ chief defense and foreign 
policy officials meet annually in the Austra-
lia–United States Ministerial (AUSMIN) pro-
cess to address such issues of mutual concern 
as security developments in the Asia–Pacific 
region, global security and development con-
cerns, and bilateral security cooperation.21 
Australia has also granted the United States 
access to a number of joint facilities, includ-
ing space surveillance facilities at Pine Gap 
and naval communications facilities on the 
North West Cape of Australia.22

Australia and the United Kingdom are two 
of America’s closest partners in the defense 
industrial sector. In 2010, the United States 
approved Defense Trade Cooperation Trea-
ties with Australia and the U.K. These treaties 

allow for the expedited and simplified export 
or transfer of certain defense services and 
items between the U.S. and its two key part-
ners without the need for export licenses or 
other approvals under the International Traf-
fic in Arms Regulations. This also allows for 
much greater integration among the Ameri-
can, Australian, and British defense industrial 
establishments.23

Singapore. Although Singapore is not a 
security treaty ally of the United States, it is 
a key security partner in the region. In 2005, 
the close defense relationship was formalized 
with the Strategic Framework Agreement 
(SFA), and in 2015, it was expanded with the 
U.S.–Singapore Defense Cooperation Agree-
ment (DCA).

The 2005 SFA was the first agreement of its 
kind since the end of the Cold War. 24 It built 
on the 1990 Memorandum of Understand-
ing Regarding United States Use of Facilities 
in Singapore, as amended, which allows for 
U.S. access to Singaporean military facili-
ties.25 The 2015 DCA establishes “high-level 
dialogues between the countries’ defense es-
tablishments” and a “broad framework for de-
fense cooperation in five key areas, namely in 
the military, policy, strategic and technology 
spheres, as well as cooperation against non-
conventional security challenges, such as pi-
racy and transnational terrorism.”26

New Zealand. For much of the Cold War, 
U.S. defense ties with New Zealand were simi-
lar to those between America and Australia. 
As a result of controversies over U.S. Navy 
employment of nuclear power and the pos-
sibility of deployment of U.S. naval vessels 
with nuclear weapons, the U.S. suspend its 
obligations to New Zealand under the 1951 
ANZUS Treaty. Defense relations improved, 
however, in the early 21st century as New 
Zealand committed forces to Afghanistan 
and also dispatched an engineering detach-
ment to Iraq. The 2010 Wellington Declara-
tion and the 2012 Washington Declaration, 
while not restoring full security ties, allowed 
the two nations to resume high-level defense 
dialogues. In 2013, U.S. Secretary of Defense 
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Chuck Hagel and New Zealand Defense Min-
ister Jonathan Coleman announced the re-
sumption of military-to-military coopera-
tion,27 and in July 2016, the U.S. accepted an 
invitation from New Zealand to make a single 
port call, reportedly with no change in U.S. 
policy to confirm or deny the presence of nu-
clear weapons on board.28 This may portend a 
longer-term solution to the nuclear impasse 
between the two nations.

Taiwan. When the United States shifted 
its recognition of the government of China 
from the Republic of China (on Taiwan) to the 
People’s Republic of China (the mainland), it 
declared certain commitments concerning 
the security of Taiwan. These commitments 
are embodied in the Taiwan Relations Act 
(TRA) and the subsequent “Six Assurances.”

The TRA is an American law and not a 
treaty. Under the TRA, the United States 
maintains programs, transactions, and other 
relations with Taiwan through the American 
Institute in Taiwan (AIT). Except for the U.S.–
China Mutual Defense Treaty, which had gov-
erned U.S. security relations with Taiwan, all 
other treaties and international agreements 
made between the Republic of China and the 
United States remain in force. (The Sino–U.S. 
Mutual Defense Treaty was terminated by 
President Jimmy Carter following the shift in 
recognition to the PRC.)

Under the TRA, it is the policy of the Unit-
ed States “to provide Taiwan with arms of a 
defensive character.” The TRA also states that 
the U.S. will “make available to Taiwan such 
defense articles and services in such quan-
tity as may be necessary to enable Taiwan to 
maintain a sufficient self-defense capability.” 
The U.S. has implemented these provisions of 
the TRA through sales of weapons to Taiwan.

The TRA states that it is U.S. policy to 
“consider any effort to determine the future of 
Taiwan by other than peaceful means, includ-
ing by boycotts or embargoes, a threat to the 
peace and security of the Western Pacific area 
and of grave concern to the United States.”29 
It also states that it is U.S. policy to “maintain 
the capacity of the United States to resist any 

resort to force or other forms of coercion that 
would jeopardize the security, or the social or 
economic system, of the people on Taiwan.”30

The TRA requires the President to inform 
Congress promptly of “any threat to the secu-
rity or the social or economic system of the 
people on Taiwan and any danger to the inter-
ests of the United States arising therefrom.” 
The TRA then states: “The President and 
the Congress shall determine, in accordance 
with constitutional processes, appropriate 
action by the United States in response to any 
such danger.”

Supplementing the TRA are the “Six As-
surances” issued by President Ronald Rea-
gan in a secret July 1982 memo, subsequently 
publicly released and the subject of a Senate 
hearing. These six assurances were intended 
to moderate the third Sino–American com-
munique, itself generally seen as one of the 

“Three Communiques” that form the founda-
tion of U.S.–PRC relations. These assurances 
of July 14, 1982, were as follows:

1. In negotiating the third Joint Communi-
que with the PRC, the United States:

2. has not agreed to set a date for ending 
arms sales to Taiwan;

3. has not agreed to hold prior consultations 
with the PRC on arms sales to Taiwan;

4. will not play any mediation role between 
Taipei and Beijing;

5. has not agreed to revise the Taiwan Rela-
tions Act;

6. has not altered its position regarding sov-
ereignty over Taiwan;

7. will not exert pressure on Taiwan to nego-
tiate with the PRC.31

Although the United States sells Taiwan a 
variety of military equipment, it does not en-
gage in joint exercises with the Taiwan armed 
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forces. Some Taiwan military officers, how-
ever, do receive training in the United States, 
attending American professional military 
education institutions. There also are regular 
high-level meetings between senior U.S. and 
Taiwan defense officials, both uniformed and 
civilian. The United States does not maintain 
any bases in Taiwan or its territories.

Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia. The 
U.S. has security relationships with several key 
Southeast Asian countries, none of them as 
extensive and formal as its relationship with 
Singapore and its treaty allies but all still of 
growing significance. The U.S. “rebalance” to 
the Pacific has incorporated a policy of “rebal-
ance within the rebalance” that has included 
efforts to expand relations with this second 
tier of American security partners.

Since shortly after the normalization of 
diplomatic relations between the two coun-
tries in 1995, the U.S. and Vietnam also have 
normalized their defense relationship, albeit 
very slowly. The relationship was codified in 
2011 with a Memorandum of Understand-
ing “advancing bilateral defense cooperation” 
that covers five areas of operations, including 
maritime security. The most significant de-
velopment in security ties over the past sev-
eral years has been the relaxation of the ban 
on sales of arms to Vietnam. In the fall of 2014, 
the U.S. lifted the embargo on maritime secu-
rity–related equipment, and then on President 
Barack Obama’s visit to Hanoi in 2016, it lifted 
the ban completely. This full embargo had long 
served as a psychological obstacle to Vietnam-
ese cooperation on security issues. Lifting it 
does not necessarily change the nature of the 
articles likely to be sold, and no transfers, in-
cluding P-3 maritime patrol aircraft, discussed 
since the relaxation of the embargo two years 
ago, have been made. Lifting the embargo does, 
however, expand the potential of the relation-
ship and better positions the U.S. to compete 
with Chinese and Russian positions there. 
The Joint Statement from President Obama’s 
visit also memorialized a number of other im-
provements in the U.S.–Vietnam relationship, 
including the Cooperative Humanitarian and 

Medical Storage Initiative (CHAMSI), which 
will advance cooperation on humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief by, among oth-
er things, prepositioning related American 
equipment in Danang, Vietnam.32

There remain significant limits on the U.S.–
Vietnam security relationship, including a 
Vietnamese defense establishment that is very 
cautious in its selection of defense partners, 
party-to-party ties between the Communist 
parties of Vietnam and China, and a foreign 
policy that seeks to balance relationships with 
all major powers. The U.S. remains, like oth-
ers among Vietnam’s security partners, offi-
cially limited to one port call a year and has not 
docked a warship at Cam Ranh Bay since the 
end of the Vietnam War. This may change with 
the inauguration of a new international port 
there this year,33 but the benefits of that access 
will be shared among all capable Vietnamese 
partners, not just the U.S. Navy.

The U.S. and Malaysia have maintained 
a “steady level” of defense cooperation since 
the 1990s, despite occasional political differ-
ences. Each year, they now participate jointly 
in dozens of bilateral and multilateral exer-
cises to promote effective cooperation across 
a range of missions.34 The U.S. has specifically 
discussed with Malaysia arrangements for 
rotating maritime patrol aircraft through Ma-
laysian bases in Borneo.

The U.S.–Indonesia defense relationship 
revived in 2005 following a period of estrange-
ment over American human rights concerns. 
It now includes regular joint exercises, port 
calls, and sale of weaponry. The U.S. is also 
working closely with Indonesia’s defense es-
tablishment to institute reforms in Indone-
sia’s strategic defense planning processes.

The U.S. is working across the board at 
modest levels of investment to help build 
Southeast Asia’s maritime security capacity.35 
Most notable in this regard is the Maritime 
Security Initiative (MSI) announced by Sec-
retary of Defense Ashton Carter in 2015.36

Afghanistan. On October 7, 2001, U.S. 
forces invaded Afghanistan in response to 
the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United 
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States, marking the beginning of Operation 
Enduring Freedom to combat al-Qaeda and 
its Taliban supporters. The U.S., in alliance 
with the U.K. and the anti-Taliban Afghan 
Northern Alliance forces, ousted the Taliban 
from power in December 2001. Most Taliban 
and al-Qaeda leaders fled across the border 
into Pakistan’s Federally Administered Trib-
al Areas (FATA), where they regrouped and 
started an insurgency in Afghanistan in 2003.

In August 2003, NATO joined the war in 
Afghanistan and assumed control of the In-
ternational Security Assistance Force (ISAF). 
At the height of the war in 2011, there were 
50 troop-contributing nations and a total of 
nearly 150,000 NATO and U.S. forces on the 
ground in Afghanistan.

On December 28, 2014, NATO formally 
ended combat operations and handed re-
sponsibility to the Afghan security forces, 
currently numbering around 326,000 (in-
cluding army and police).37 After Afghan 
President Ashraf Ghani signed a bilateral se-
curity agreement with the U.S. and a Status of 
Forces Agreement with NATO, the interna-
tional coalition launched Operation Resolute 
Support to train and support Afghan security 
forces. As of June 2016, approximately 13,200 
U.S. and NATO forces were stationed in Af-
ghanistan. Most U.S. and NATO forces are 
stationed at bases in Kabul and Bagram, with 
tactical advise-and-assist teams located in 
Mazar-i-Sharif, Herat, Kandahar, Jalalabad, 
and Gamberi.

In 2014, President Obama pledged to cut 
U.S. force levels to around 5,500 by the end of 
2015 and then to zero by the end of 2016, but 
he reversed himself last fall, announcing that 
the U.S. instead would maintain this force 
level when he departs office. He revised plans 
again in 2016 to say that he would keep 8,400 
in place, leaving any further reductions up to 
his successor.

Pakistan. During the war in Afghanistan, 
the U.S. and NATO relied heavily on logisti-
cal supply lines running through Pakistan to 
resupply coalition forces in Afghanistan. Sup-
plies and fuel were carried on transportation 

routes from the port at Karachi to Afghan–
Pakistani border crossing points at Torkham 
in the Khyber Pass and Chaman in Baluch-
istan province. During the initial years of 
the Afghan war, about 80 percent of U.S. and 
NATO supplies traveled through Pakistani 
territory. This amount decreased to around 
50 percent–60 percent as the U.S. shifted to 
northern routes and when U.S.–Pakistan re-
lations significantly deteriorated over U.S. 
drone strikes, continued Pakistani support to 
Taliban militants, and the fallout surrounding 
the U.S. raid on Osama bin Laden’s hideout in 
Abbottabad on May 2, 2011.

From October 2001 until December 2011, 
the U.S. leased Pakistan’s Shamsi airfield 
southwest of Quetta in Pakistan’s Baluchistan 
province and used it as a base from which to 
conduct surveillance and drone operations 
against terrorist targets in Pakistan’s tribal 
border areas. Pakistan ordered the U.S. to 
vacate the base shortly after NATO forces at-
tacked Pakistani positions along the Afghani-
stan border, killing 24 Pakistani soldiers, on 
November 26, 2011.

Escalation of the U.S. drone strike cam-
paign in Pakistan’s border areas from 2009–
2012 led to the significant degradation of 
al-Qaeda’s ability to plot, plan, and train for 
terrorist attacks. The U.S. began to curtail 
drone strikes in 2013, largely as a result of 
Pakistan’s growing complaints that the drone 
campaign infringed on its sovereignty and 
criticism from international human rights 
organizations about the number of civilian 
casualties resulting from the attacks. All told, 
there have been over 400 drone strikes since 
January 2008, including the strike that killed 
Taliban leader Mullah Akhtar Mansour in 
Baluchistan province in May 2016.

The U.S. provides significant amounts 
of military aid to Pakistan and “reimburse-
ments” in the form of coalition support funds 
(CSF) for Pakistan’s military deployments 
and operations along the border with Af-
ghanistan. Pakistan has some 150,000 troops 
stationed in regions bordering Afghanistan 
and recently conducted a robust military 
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campaign against Pakistani militants in 
North Waziristan. Since FY 2002, the U.S. has 
provided almost $8 billion in security-related 
assistance and more than $14 billion in CSF 
funds to Pakistan.38 While $1 billion in CSF 
reimbursements was authorized for Pakistan 
in 2015, the U.S. withheld $300 million of this 
funding because of Pakistan’s failure to crack 
down on the Haqqani network. Reflecting a 
trend of growing congressional resistance to 
military assistance for Pakistan, in 2016, Con-
gress blocked funds for the provision of eight 
F-16s to Pakistan.

India. During the Cold War, U.S.–Indian 
military cooperation was minimal, except for 
a brief period during the Sino–Indian border 
war in 1962 when the U.S. sided with India 
and supplied it with arms and ammunition. 
The rapprochement was short-lived, however, 
and mutual suspicion continued to mark the 
Indo–U.S. relationship due to India’s robust 
relationship with Russia and the U.S. provi-
sion of military aid to Pakistan, especially 
during the 1970s under the Nixon Adminis-
tration. America’s ties with India hit a nadir 
during the 1971 Indo–Pakistani war when the 
U.S. deployed the aircraft carrier USS Enter-
prise toward the Bay of Bengal in a show of 
support for Pakistani forces.

Military ties between the U.S. and India 
have improved significantly over the past de-
cade as the two sides have moved toward es-
tablishment of a strategic partnership based 
on their mutual concern over rising Chinese 
military and economic influence and converg-
ing interests in countering regional terrorism. 
The U.S. and India have completed contracts 
worth nearly $14 billion for the supply of U.S. 
military equipment to India, including C-130J 
and C-17 transport aircraft and P-8 maritime 
surveillance aircraft.

Defense ties between the two countries 
are poised to expand further as India moves 
forward with an ambitious military mod-
ernization program and following three 
successful summit-level meetings between 
President Obama and Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi. During President Obama’s 

January 2015 visit to India, the two sides 
agreed to renew and upgrade their 10-year 
Defense Framework Agreement. Under the 
Defense Trade and Technology Initiative 
(DTTI) launched in 2012, the U.S. and India 
are cooperating on development of six very 
specific “pathfinder” technology projects.39 
During Prime Minister Modi’s visit to the 
U.S. in June 2016, the two sides welcomed 
finalization of the text of a logistics-sharing 
agreement that would allow each country to 
access the other’s military supplies and refu-
eling capabilities through ports and military 
bases. The signing of the logistics agreement, 
formally called the Logistics Exchange Mem-
orandum of Agreement (LEMOA), marks a 
milestone in the Indo–U.S. defense partner-
ship. New Delhi and Washington regularly 
hold joint exercises across all services, in-
cluding an annual naval exercise in which Ja-
pan will now participate on an annual basis 
and in which Australia and Singapore have 
also participated in the past.

Quality of Allied Armed Forces in Asia
Because of the lack of an integrated, re-

gional security architecture along the lines of 
NATO, the United States partners with most 
of the nations in the region on a bilateral basis. 
This means that there is no single standard to 
which all of the local militaries aspire; instead, 
there is a wide range of capabilities that are 
influenced by local threat perceptions, insti-
tutional interests, physical conditions, his-
torical factors, and budgetary considerations. 
Moreover, the lack of recent major conflicts 
in the region makes assessing the quality of 
Asian armed forces difficult. Most Asian mili-
taries have limited combat experience; some 
(e.g., Malaysia) have never fought an exter-
nal war since gaining independence in the 
mid-20th century. The Indochina wars, the 
most recent high-intensity conflicts, are now 
30 years in the past. It is therefore unclear 
how well Asian militaries have trained for fu-
ture warfare and whether their doctrine will 
meet the exigencies of wartime realities. In 
particular, no Asian militaries have engaged 
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in high-intensity air or naval combat, so the 
quality of their personnel, training, or equip-
ment is likewise unclear.

Based on examinations of equipment, how-
ever, it is assessed that several Asian allies and 
friends have substantial military capabilities 
supported by robust defense industries and 
significant defense spending. Japan’s, South 

Korea’s, and Australia’s defense budgets are 
estimated to be among the 15 largest in the 
world. Each of their military forces fields 
some of the world’s most advanced weapons, 
including F-15s in the Japan Air Self Defense 
Force and ROK Air Force; airborne early warn-
ing (AEW) platforms; AEGIS-capable sur-
face combatants and modern diesel-electric 
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submarines; and third-generation main bat-
tle tanks. All three nations are currently com-
mitted to purchasing F-35 fighters.

At this point, both the Japanese and Kore-
an militaries are arguably more capable than 
most European militaries, at least in terms 
of conventional forces. Japan’s Self Defense 
Forces, for example, field more tanks, princi-
pal surface combatants, and fighter/ground 
attack aircraft (777, 47, and 340, respective-
ly) than their British opposite numbers (227, 
18, and 230, respectively).40 Similarly, South 
Korea fields a larger military of tanks, prin-
cipal surface combatants, submarines, and 
fighter/ground attack aircraft (more than 
1,000, 28, 23, and 468, respectively) than their 
German counterparts (322, 19, four, and 209, 
respectively).41

Both the ROK and Japan are also increas-
ingly interested in developing missile defense 
capabilities. Although South Korea and the 
United States agreed in 2016 (after much 
negotiation and indecision) to deploy Amer-
ica’s Terminal High-Altitude Area Defense 
(THAAD) missile defense system on the pen-
insula, South Korea also continues to pursue 
an indigenous missile defense capability.

Singapore’s small population and physical 
borders limit the size of its military and there-
fore its defense budget, but in terms of equip-
ment and training, it nonetheless fields some 
of the highest-quality forces in the region. For 
example, Singapore’s ground forces can de-
ploy third-generation Leopard II main battle 
tanks; its fleet includes five conventional sub-
marines (including one with air-independent 
propulsion systems), six frigates, and six 
missile-armed corvettes; and the Singapore 
air force not only has F-15E Strike Eagles and 
F-16s, but also has one of Southeast Asia’s larg-
est fleets of airborne early warning and control 
aircraft (six G550 aircraft) and a tanker fleet 
of KC-130s that can help extend range or time 
on station.

At the other extreme, the Armed Forces of 
the Philippines (AFP) are among the region’s 
weakest military forces. Having long focused 
on waging counterinsurgency campaigns 

while relying on the United States for its ex-
ternal security, the AFP has one of the lowest 
budgets in the region—and one of the most 
extensive coastlines to defend. With a defense 
budget of only $2.5 billion and confronted 
with a number of insurgencies, including the 
Islamist Abu Sayyaf and New People’s Army, 
Philippine defense resources have long been 
stretched thin. The last squadron of fighter 
aircraft (1960s-vintage F-5 fighters) was re-
tired several years ago; the Philippine Air 
Force (PAF) has had to employ its S-211 train-
ers as fighters and ground attack aircraft. The 
most modern ships in the Philippine navy are 
two former U.S. Hamilton-class Coast Guard 
cutters; its other main combatant is a World 
War II destroyer escort, one of the world’s old-
est serving warships.

Current U.S. Presence in Asia
The U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM) is the 

oldest and largest of American unified com-
mands. Established on January 1, 1947, PA-
COM, “together with other U.S. government 
agencies, protects and defends the United 
States, its territories, allies, and interests”42 
To this end, the U.S. seeks to preserve a “geo-
graphically distributed, operationally resil-
ient, and politically sustainable” regional 
force posture within the PACOM area of re-
sponsibility that can effectively deter any po-
tential adversaries.43

PACOM’s area of responsibility includes 
not only the expanses of the Pacific, but also 
Alaska and portions of the Arctic, South Asia, 
and the Indian Ocean. It includes 36 nations 
holding more than 50 percent of the world’s 
population, two of the three largest econo-
mies, and nine of the 10 smallest; the most 
populous nation (China); the largest democ-
racy (India); the largest Muslim-majority na-
tion (Indonesia); and the world’s smallest re-
public (Nauru). The region is a vital driver of 
the global economy and includes the world’s 
busiest international sea-lanes and nine of its 
10 largest ports. By any meaningful measure, 
the Asia–Pacific is also the most militarized 
region in the world, with seven of its 10 largest 
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standing militaries and five of its declared nu-
clear nations.44

Under PACOM are a number of compo-
nent commands, including:

• U.S. Army Pacific. USARPAC is the 
Army’s component command in the 
Pacific. It is comprised of 80,000 soldiers 
and supplies Army forces as necessary 
for various global contingencies. Among 
others, it administers the 25th Infantry 
Division headquartered in Hawaii, the U.S. 
Army Japan, and U.S. Army Alaska.45

• U.S. Pacific Air Force. PACAF is re-
sponsible for planning and conducting 
defensive and offensive air operations 
in the Asia–Pacific region. It has three 
numbered air forces under its command: 
5th Air Force (in Japan); 7th Air Force (in 
Korea); and 11th Air Force (headquartered 
in Alaska). These field two squadrons of 
F-15s, two squadrons of F-22s, five squad-
rons of F-16s, and a single squadron of 
A-10 ground attack aircraft, as well as two 
squadrons of E-3 early-warning aircraft, 
tankers, and transports.46 Other forces 
that regularly come under PACAF com-
mand include B-52, B-1, and B-2 bombers.

• U.S. Pacific Fleet. PACFLT normally 
controls all U.S. naval forces committed 
to the Pacific, which usually represents 
60 percent of the Navy’s fleet. It is orga-
nized into Seventh Fleet, headquartered 
in Japan, and Third Fleet, headquartered 
in California. Seventh Fleet comprises the 
forward-deployed element of PACFLT 
and includes the only American carrier 
strike group (CTF-70) and amphibious 
group (CTF-76) home-ported abroad, 
ported at Yokosuka and Sasebo, Japan, 
respectively. The Third Fleet’s area of 
responsibility (AOR) spans the West 
Coast of the United States to the Interna-
tional Date Line and includes the Alaskan 
coastline and parts of the Arctic. There is 
some discussion about whether to erase 

the western border of Third Fleet’s AOR47 
to involve its five carrier strike groups48 
more routinely in the Western Pacific.

Since the announcement of the “Asia pivot,” 
it has been reported that the United States 
will shift more Navy and Air Force assets 
to the Pacific. It is expected that eventu-
ally, some 60 percent of U.S. Navy assets 
will be deployed to the Pacific (although it 
remains unclear whether they will be per-
manently based there). That percentage, 
however, will be drawn from a fleet that is 
shrinking in overall size, so the net effect 
may actually be fewer forces deployed than 
before. Over the past year, the conduct 
of Freedom of Navigations Operations 
(FONOPS) that challenge excessive mari-
time claims, a part of the Navy’s mission 
since 1979, has assumed a very high profile 
as a result of three well-publicized opera-
tions in the South China Sea.

• U.S. Marine Forces Pacific. MARFOR-
PAC controls elements of the U.S. Marine 
Corps operating in the Asia–Pacific region. 
Its headquarters are in Hawaii. Because of 
its extensive responsibilities and physical 
span, MARFORPAC controls two-thirds of 
Marine Corps forces: the I Marine Expedi-
tionary Force (MEF), centered on the 1st 
Marine Division, 3rd Marine Air Wing, and 
1st Marine Logistics Group, and the III Ma-
rine Expeditionary Force, centered on the 
3rd Marine Division, 1st Marine Air Wing, 
and 3rd Marine Logistics Group.49 The I 
MEF is headquartered at Camp Pendleton, 
California, and the III MEF is headquar-
tered on Okinawa, although each has vari-
ous subordinate elements deployed at any 
time throughout the Pacific on exercises, 
maintaining presence, or engaged in other 
activities. MARFORPAC is responsible 
for supporting three different commands: 
It is the U.S. Marine Corps component to 
PACOM, provides the Fleet Marine Forces 
to PACFLT, and provides Marine forces for 
U.S. Forces Korea (USFK).50
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• U.S. Special Operations Command Pa-

cific. SOCPAC has operational control of 
various special operations forces, includ-
ing Navy SEALs; Naval Special Warfare 
units; Army Special Forces (Green Berets); 
and Special Operations Aviation units in 
the Pacific region, including elements in 
Japan and South Korea. It supports the 
Pacific Command’s Theater Security Co-
operation Program as well as other plans 
and contingency responses. Until 2015, 
this included Joint Special Operations 
Task Force–Philippines (JSOTF-P), 500–
600 soldiers assisting Manila in combat-
ting Islamist insurgencies in the southern 
Philippines such as Abu Sayyaf. SOCPAC 
forces also support various operations in 
the region other than warfighting, such 
as counterdrug operations, counterter-
rorism training, humanitarian assistance, 
and de-mining activities.

• U.S. Forces Korea and U.S. Eighth 
Army. Because of the unique situation 
on the Korean peninsula, two subcom-
ponents of PACOM, U.S. Forces Korea 
(USFK) and U.S. Eighth Army, are based in 
Korea. USFK, a joint headquarters led by 
a four-star U.S. general, is in charge of the 
various U.S. military elements on the Ko-
rean peninsula. U.S. Eighth Army operates 
in conjunction with USFK as well as with 
the United Nations presence in the form 
of United Nations Command.

Other forces, including space capabilities, 
cyber capabilities, air and sealift assets, and 
additional combat forces, may be made avail-
able to PACOM depending on requirements 
and availability.

U.S. Central Command—Afghanistan. 
Unlike the U.S. forces deployed in Japan and 
South Korea, there is not a permanent force 
structure committed to Afghanistan; instead, 
forces rotate through the theater under the di-
rection of PACOM’s counterpart in that region 
of the world, U.S. Central Command (CENT-
COM). As of May 2016, these forces included:

• Resolute Support Mission, including U.S. 
Forces Afghanistan.51

• Special Operations Joint Task Force—Af-
ghanistan. This includes a Special Forces 
battalion, based out of Bagram Airfield, 
and additional allied special operations 
forces at Kabul.

• 9th Air and Space Expeditionary Task 
Force. This includes the 155th Air Expedi-
tionary Wing, providing air support from 
Bagram airfield; the 451st Air Expedi-
tionary Group and 455th Expeditionary 
Operations Group, operating from Kan-
dahar and Bagram airfields, respectively, 
providing air support and surveillance 
operations over various parts of Afghani-
stan; and the 421st Expeditionary Fighter 
Squadron, providing close air support 
from Bagram airfield.

• Combined Joint Task Force 10/10th 
Mountain Division, centered on Bagram 
airfield. This is the main U.S. national 
support element. It includes seven bat-
talions of infantry, air defense artillery for 
counter-artillery missions, and explosive 
ordnance disposal across Afghanistan. It 
also includes three Army aviation bat-
talions, a combat aviation brigade head-
quarters, and two additional joint task 
forces to provide nationwide surveillance 
support.52

• Five Train, Advise, Assist Commands in 
Afghanistan, each of which is a multina-
tional force tasked with improving local 
capabilities to conduct operations.53

Key Infrastructure That Enables 
Expeditionary Warfighting Capabilities

Any planning for operations in the Pacific 
will be dominated by the “tyranny of distance.” 
Because of the extensive distances that must 
be traversed in order to deploy forces, even 
Air Force units will take one or more days to 
deploy, while ships measure steaming time in 
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weeks. For instance, a ship sailing at 20 knots 
requires nearly five days to get from San Di-
ego to Hawaii. From there, it takes a further 
seven days to get to Guam, seven days to Yo-
kosuka, Japan, and eight days to Okinawa—if 
ships encounter no interference along the 
journey.54

China’s growing anti-access/area denial 
(A2/AD) capabilities, ranging from an expand-
ing fleet of modern submarines to anti-ship 
ballistic and cruise missiles, increase the op-
erational risk for deployment of U.S. forces in 
the event of conflict. China’s capabilities not 
only jeopardize American combat forces that 
would flow into the theater for initial combat, 
but also would continue to threaten the lo-
gistical support needed to sustain American 
combat power for the subsequent days, weeks, 
and months.

American basing structure in the Indo–
Pacific region, including access to key allied 
facilities, is therefore both necessary and in-
creasingly at risk.

American Facilities
Much as in the 20th century, Hawaii re-

mains the linchpin of America’s ability to sup-
port its position in the Western Pacific. If the 
United States cannot preserve its facilities in 
Hawaii, then both combat power and sustain-
ability become moot. The United States main-
tains air and naval bases, communications in-
frastructure, and logistical support on Oahu 
and elsewhere in the Hawaiian Islands. Ha-
waii is also a key site for undersea cables that 
carry much of the world’s communications 
and data, as well as satellite ground stations.

The American territory of Guam is locat-
ed 4,600 miles farther west. Obtained from 
Spain as a result of the Spanish–American 
War, Guam became a key coaling station for 
U.S. Navy ships. Seized by Japan in World War 
II, it was liberated by U.S. forces in 1944 and 
after the war became an unincorporated, or-
ganized territory of the United States. Key U.S. 
military facilities on Guam include U.S. Naval 
Base Guam, which houses several attack sub-
marines and may add an aircraft carrier berth, 

and Andersen Air Force Base, one of a handful 
of facilities that can house B-2 bombers. U.S. 
task forces, meanwhile, can stage out of Apra 
Harbor, drawing weapons from the Ordnance 
Annex in the island’s South Central Highlands. 
There is also a communications and data relay 
facility on the island.

Over the past 20 years, Guam’s facilities 
have steadily improved. B-2 bombers, for ex-
ample, began operating from Andersen Air 
Force Base in 2005.55 These improvements 
have been accelerated and expanded even as 
China’s A2/AD capabilities have raised doubts 
about the ability to sustain operations in the 
Asian littoral. The concentration of air and 
naval assets as well as logistical infrastruc-
ture, however, makes the island an attractive 
potential target in the event of conflict.

The U.S. military has non-combatant mari-
time prepositioning ships (MPS), which con-
tain large amounts of military equipment and 
supplies, in strategic locations from which 
they can reach areas of conflict relatively 
quickly as associated U.S. Army or Marine 
Corps units located elsewhere arrive in the 
areas. The U.S. Navy has units on Guam and in 
Saipan, Commonwealth of the Northern Mar-
ianas, which support prepositioning ships 
that can supply Army or Marine Corps units 
deployed for contingency operations in Asia.

Allied and Friendly Facilities
For the United States, access to bases in 

Asia has long been a prerequisite for support-
ing any American military operations in the 
region. Even with the extensive aerial refu-
eling and underway replenishment skills of 
the U.S. Air Force and U.S. Navy, it is still es-
sential for the United States to retain access 
to resupply and replenishment facilities, at 
least in peacetime. The ability of those facili-
ties not only to survive, but also to function 
will directly influence the course of any con-
flict in the Western Pacific region. Moreover, 
a variety of support functions, including com-
munications, intelligence, and space support, 
cannot be accomplished without facilities in 
the region.
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At the present time, it would be extraordi-

narily difficult to maintain maritime domain 
awareness or space situational awareness 
without access to facilities in the Asia–Pacific 
region. The American alliance network, out-
lined previously, is therefore a matter both of 
political partnership and also of access to key 
facilities on allied soil.

Japan. In Japan, the United States has ac-
cess to over 100 different facilities, including 
communications stations, military and de-
pendent housing, fuel and ammunition depots, 
and weapons and training ranges. This access 
comes in addition to major bases such as air 
bases at Misawa, Yokota, and Kadena and na-
val facilities at Yokosuka, Atsugi, and Sasebo. 
The naval facilities support the USS Ronald 
Reagan carrier strike group (CSG), which is 
home-ported in Yokosuka, as well as a Marine 
Expeditionary Strike Group (ESG) centered 
on the USS Bonhomme Richard, home-ported 
at Sasebo. Additionally, the skilled work force 
at places like Yokosuka is an integral part of 
maintaining American forces and repairing 
equipment in time of conflict. Replacing them 
would take years. This combination of facili-
ties and work force, in addition to physical 
location and political support, makes Japan 
an essential part of any American military 
response to contingencies in the Western Pa-
cific. Japanese financial support for the Amer-
ican presence also makes these facilities some 
of the most cost-effective in the world.

The status of one critical U.S. base has been 
a matter of public debate in Japan for many 
years. The U.S. Marine Corps’ Third Marine 
Expeditionary Force, based on Okinawa, is 
the U.S.’s rapid reaction force in the Pacific. 
The Marine Air-Ground Task Force, com-
prised of air, ground, and logistics elements, 
enables quick and effective response to crisis 
or humanitarian disasters. In response to lo-
cal protests, the Marines are reducing their 
footprint by relocating some units to Guam 
as well as to less-populated areas of Okinawa. 
The latter includes moving a helicopter unit 
from Futenma to a new facility in a more 
remote location in northeastern Okinawa. 

Because of local resistance, construction of 
the Futenma Replacement Facility at Camp 
Schwab will not be complete until 2025, but 
the U.S. and Japanese governments have af-
firmed their support for the project.

South Korea. The United States also 
maintains an array of facilities in South Korea, 
with a larger Army footprint than in Japan, as 
the United States and South Korea remain fo-
cused on deterring North Korean aggression 
and preparing for any possible North Korean 
contingencies. The Army maintains four ma-
jor facilities (which in turn control a number 
of smaller sites) at Daegu, Yongsan in Seoul, 
and Camps Red Cloud/Casey and Humphreys. 
These facilities support the U.S. 2nd Infantry 
Division, which is based in South Korea. Oth-
er key facilities include air bases at Osan and 
Kunsan as well as a naval facility at Chinhae 
near Pusan.

The Philippines. In 1992, The United 
States ended nearly a century-long presence 
in the Philippines when it withdrew from 
its base in Subic Bay as its lease there ended. 
Clark Air Base had been closed earlier due to 
the eruption of Mount Pinatubo; the costs of 
repairing the facility were deemed too high 
to be worthwhile. In 2014, however, with the 
growing Chinese assertiveness in the South 
China Sea, including against Philippine 
claims such as Mischief Reef and Scarbor-
ough Shoal, the U.S. and the Philippines nego-
tiated the EDCA, which will allow for the ro-
tation of American forces through Philippine 
military bases.

In 2016, the two sides agreed on an initial 
list of five bases in the Philippines that will be 
involved. Geographically distributed across 
the country, they are Antonio Bautista Air 
Base (in Palawaan closest to the Spratlys); 
Basa Air Base (on the main island of Luzon 
and closest to the hotly contested Scarbor-
ough Shoal); Fort Magsaysay (also on Luzon 
and the only facility on the list that is not 
an air base); Lumbia Air Base (in Mindanao 
where Manila remains in low-intensity com-
bat with Islamist insurgents); and Mactan-
Benito Ebuen Air Base (central Philippines).56
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It remains unclear precisely which forces 

would be rotated through the Philippines 
as a part of this agreement, which in turn 
affects the kinds of facilities that would be 
most needed. However, outside the context 
of the EDCA, the U.S. deployed E/A-18G 
Growler electronic attack, A-10 Warthog 
close air support aircraft, and Pavehawk he-
licopters to the Philippines in 2016.57 The 
base upgrades and deployments pursuant to 
the EDCA are part of a broader expansion of 
U.S.–Philippine defense ties, which most re-
cently included the U.S. leaving behind men 
and matériel at Clark Air Base following an-
nual exercises,58 as well as joint naval patrols 
and increased levels of assistance under the 
Maritime Security Initiative (MSI). The 
Philippines is receiving the bulk of assis-
tance in the first year of this five-year $425 
million program.

Singapore. The United States does not 
have bases in Singapore but is allowed access 
to several key facilities that are essential for 
supporting American forward presence. Since 
the closure of its facilities at Subic Bay, the 
United States has been allowed to operate the 
principal logistics command for the Seventh 
Fleet out of the Port of Singapore Authority’s 
(PSA) Sembawang Terminal. The U.S. Navy 
also has access to Changi Naval Base, one of 
the few docks in the world that can handle a 
100,000-ton American aircraft carrier. In ad-
dition, a small U.S. Air Force contingent oper-
ates out of Paya Lebar Air Base to support U.S. 
Air Force combat units visiting Singapore and 
Southeast Asia, and Singapore hosts two new 
Littoral Combat Ships (LCS) (with the option 
of hosting two more) and a rotating squadron 
of F-16 fighter aircraft.59

Australia. A much-discussed element of 
the “Asia pivot” has been the 2011 agreement 
to deploy U.S. Marines to Darwin in northern 
Australia. While planned to amount to 2,500 
Marines, the rotations fluctuate and have 
not yet reached that number. “In its mature 
state, the Marine Rotational Force–Darwin 
(MRF-D) will be a Marine Air-Ground Task 
Force…with a variety of aircraft, vehicles and 

equipment.” 60 The Marines do not constitute 
a permanent presence in Australia, in keep-
ing with Australian sensitivities about per-
manent American bases on Australian soil.61 
Similarly, the United States jointly staffs the 
Joint Defence Facility Pine Gap and the Joint 
Geological and Geophysical Research Station 
at Alice Springs and has access to the Har-
old E. Holt Naval Communication Station in 
Western Australia, including the space sur-
veillance radar system there.62

Finally, the United States is granted ac-
cess to a number of facilities in Asian states 
on a contingency or crisis basis. Thus, U.S. Air 
Force units transited Thailand’s U-Tapao Air 
Base and Sattahip Naval Base during the first 
Gulf War and in the Iraq War, but they do not 
maintain a permanent presence there. Addi-
tionally, the U.S. Navy conducts hundreds of 
port calls throughout the region.

Diego Garcia. Essential to U.S. operations 
in the Indian Ocean and Afghanistan and pro-
viding essential support to both the Middle 
East and East Asia are the American facilities 
on the British territory of Diego Garcia. The 
island is home to the 12 ships of Maritime 
Prepositioning Squadron (MPS)-2, which can 
support a Marine brigade and associated Navy 
elements for 30 days. There are also several el-
ements of the U.S. global space surveillance and 
communications infrastructure on the island, 
as well as basing facilities for the B-2 bomber.

Conclusion
The Asian strategic environment is ex-

tremely expansive, as it spans half the globe, 
with a variety of political relationships among 
states that have wildly varying capabilities. 
The region includes long-standing American 
allies with relationships dating back to the 
beginning of the Cold War as well as recently 
established states and some long-standing ad-
versaries such as North Korea.

American conceptions of the region must 
therefore start from the physical limitations 
imposed by the tyranny of distance. Mov-
ing forces within the region, never mind to it, 
will take time and require extensive strategic 
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lift assets as well as sufficient infrastructure 
(such as sea and aerial ports of debarkation 
that can handle American strategic lift assets) 
and political support. At the same time, the 
complicated nature of intra-Asian relations, 

especially unresolved historical and territo-
rial issues, means that, unlike Europe, the 
United States cannot necessarily count on 
support from all of its regional allies in event 
of any given contingency.

Scoring the Asia Operating Environment
As with the operating environments of 

Europe and the Middle East, we assessed the 
characteristics of Asia as they would pertain 
to supporting U.S. military operations. Vari-
ous aspects of the region facilitate or inhibit 
America’s ability to conduct military opera-
tions to defend its vital national interests 
against threats. Our assessment of the oper-
ating environment utilized a five-point scale, 
ranging from “very poor” to “excellent” con-
ditions and covering four regional character-
istics of greatest relevance to the conduct of 
military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for 
military operations. Physical infrastruc-
ture is insufficient or nonexistent, and 
the region is politically unstable. The U.S. 
military is poorly placed or absent, and 
alliances are nonexistent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating 
environment for military operations is 
marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political in-
stability. The U.S. military is inadequately 
placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favor-
able operating environment is character-
ized by adequate infrastructure, a mod-
erate alliance structure, and acceptable 
levels of regional political stability. The 
U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes good infrastructure, 
strong alliances, and a stable political 

environment. The U.S. military is well 
placed in the region for future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable 
operating environment includes well-es-
tablished and well-maintained infrastruc-
ture, strong capable allies, and a stable 
political environment. The U.S. military 
is exceptionally well placed to defend U.S. 
interests.

The key regional characteristics consisted of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for 
interoperability and collective defense 
as allies would be more likely to lend 
support to U.S. military operations. Vari-
ous indicators provide insight into the 
strength or health of an alliance. These 
include whether the U.S. trains regularly 
with countries in the region, has good 
interoperability with the forces of an ally, 
and shares intelligence with nations in 
the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability 
brings predictability for military plan-
ners when considering such things as 
transit, basing, and overflight rights for 
U.S. military operations. The overall 
degree of political stability indicates 
whether U.S. military actions would be 
hindered or enabled and considers, for 
example, whether transfers of power 
in the region are generally peaceful 
and whether there have been any re-
cent instances of political instability in 
the region.
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c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having 

military forces based or equipment and 
supplies staged in a region greatly facili-
tates the ability of the United States to 
respond to crises and, presumably, more 
quickly achieve successes in critical “first 
battles.” Being routinely present in a 
region also assists in maintaining famil-
iarity with its characteristics and the 
various actors who might act to assist or 
thwart U.S. actions. With this in mind, we 
assessed whether or not the U.S. mili-
tary was well-positioned in the region. 
Again, indicators included bases, troop 
presence, prepositioned equipment, and 
recent examples of military operations 
(including training and humanitarian) 
launched from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and 
suitable infrastructure is essential to 
military operations. Airfields, ports, rail 

lines, canals, and paved roads enable the 
U.S. to stage, launch operations from, and 
logistically sustain combat operations. 
We combined expert knowledge of re-
gions with publicly available information 
on critical infrastructure to arrive at our 
overall assessment of this metric.63

For Asia, we arrived at these average scores:

• Alliances: 5—Excellent

• Political Stability: 4—Favorable

• U.S. Military Positioning: 4—Favorable

• Infrastructure: 4—Favorable

Aggregating to a regional score of: Favorable

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances %

Political Stability %

U.S. Military Posture %

Infrastructure %

OVERALL %

Operating Environment: Asia
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Conclusion: Scoring the 
Global Operating Environment

The U.S. is a global power. Its security in-
terests are global, and threats to those 

interests could emerge from any region. Con-
sequently, the U.S. military must be ready to 
operate in any region when called upon to do 
so, and it must account for the range of con-
ditions it might encounter when planning 
for potential military operations. This in-
forms its decisions on the type and amount of 

equipment it purchases (especially to trans-
port and sustain the force); where it might 
operate from; and how easy (or not) it will be 
to project and sustain combat power when 
engaged with the enemy.

Aggregating the three regional scores pro-
vides a Global Operating Environment score.

Global Operating Environment: 
FAVORABLE

The 2017 Index of U.S. Military Strength saw 
a slight decline in scoring the overall Global 
Security Environment. Though the aggregate 

score remained the same, it dropped lower in 
the range established for “favorable,” chiefly 
as a result of troubles in the Middle East.

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Global Operating Environment
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Europe %

Middle East %

Asia %

OVERALL %

Global Operating Environment



The Middle East Operating Environment 
remained “moderate,” but just barely. As not-
ed earlier in this chapter, the region is plagued 
by instability, substantial internal security 
challenges, and spreading, extremely violent 
transnational threats.

The Europe Operating Environment 
did not see categorical changes in any of its 
scores, remaining “favorable,” but its military 
posture increased slightly with the return 
of some U.S. forces to Europe, while politi-
cal stability in the region experienced some 

setbacks resulting from challenges posed by 
mass migration from the Middle East, terror-
ist attacks, and the turmoil in Turkey gener-
ated by an attempted coup.

Similarly, the Asia Operating Environment 
saw few changes from last year’s assessment, 
remaining “favorable” for U.S. operations, al-
though it remains to be seen how China’s in-
creasingly aggressive behavior in the region 
affects the policies of long-standing allies 
of the U.S. with respect to working with and 
hosting U.S. military forces.




