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Executive Summary

or the past 20 years, the U.S. military has invested 
heavily in the Middle East. Presidents Barack 
Obama and Donald Trump both attempted to 

shift assets out of the region and put a greater focus on 
the Indo-Pacific, but both were drawn back into the 
Middle East. Now, President Joe Biden again has put an 
emphasis on the Indo-Pacific, and Secretary of Defense 
Lloyd Austin has emphasized the importance of China 
as the Department of Defense’s “pacing challenge.” 
Effectively realizing the new administration’s shift in 
priority—and avoiding the cycle of drawing forces out of 
the Middle East only to have new crises pull them back 
in—requires an assessment of how the United States can 
continue to protect its core interests in the Middle East 
with a smaller and smarter footprint. 

This paper is the beginning of an effort to answer this 
question. It methodically outlines what key U.S. interests 
and objectives should be in the Middle East to develop 
the appropriate U.S. force posture to meet the security 
challenges of today and tomorrow. It then describes the 
key military activities necessary to protect those inter-
ests and achieve those objectives, in some cases breaking 
old assumptions and identifying areas where the United 
States can afford to accept more risk. Finally, it begins to 
outline the associated military assets necessary to pursue 
those activities and ends by identifying areas where the 
United States can look to alter its presence and activities 
in the region. 

The conclusion of this analysis is that the United States 
still has vital interests in the Middle East that require a 
level of military investment in the region. However, those 
interests are more limited, and the United States must 
be willing to accept more risk in the Middle East while 
also prioritizing non-military tools. Given challenges and 
strategic interests elsewhere in the world and at home, it 
is time to consider how the United States might approach 
force posture in the region differently than in the past.

 

The United States still 
has vital interests in 
the Middle East that 
require a level of 
military investment in 
the region. However, 
those interests are 
more limited, and the 
United States must be 
willing to accept more 
risk in the Middle East 
while also prioritizing 
non-military tools.
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The United States should pursue three central interests 
in the Middle East:

 ¡ Defend and protect the U.S. homeland, American 
citizens, and U.S. allies from terrorist attacks.

 ¡ Stop the proliferation of nuclear weapons. 

 ¡ Preserve freedom of navigation and the free flow of 
commerce.

From these three interests, the authors derive six objec-
tives for U.S. policy in the Middle East. Four of these 
objectives have a significant military component:

1. Disrupt and degrade the capabilities of terror 
networks that have the potential to threaten the 
United States and its allies.

2. Limit costly military engagement in the Middle East. 

3. Prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons.

4. Secure key waterways in the region that are essential 
crossroads for international commerce.

The other two equally important objectives should be 
achieved through economic and diplomatic means rather 
than military force. However, these objectives should not 
be undermined by U.S. military activities:

5. Contain and reduce the level of state-on-state 
security competition.

6. Encourage and support governance models that 
are more responsive to the people of the region and 
provide for greater long-term stability.

Based on these objectives, the United States should 
revise its activities and posture in the Middle East, move 
away from a sprawling base network, and instead support 
lighter-footprint operations more in line with U.S. 
national interests. Specifically, the United States should: 

 ¡ Pursue a slimmed-down U.S. ground presence focused 
on supporting direct counterterrorism operations, 
logistics, maintenance, and security cooperation, while 
still ensuring the United States retains the ability to 
surge in the event of a major conflict with Iran or a 
non-state actor. 

 ¡ Shift toward a distributed basing network to reduce 
risks to U.S. forces and capabilities from missile strikes. 
This would involve consolidating outdated bases and 
reducing the footprint at larger bases, while developing 
new bases or access to host-nation bases outside of 
missile ranges.

 ¡ Reallocate conventional strike and bomber aircraft 
from the Middle East to other priority regions, while 
keeping a mix of light Special Operations Forces (SOF) 
aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), a small 
number of fixed-wing aircraft, and aerial refueling 
capabilities. This would require leveraging opportu-
nities to base assets outside of the Middle East and 
working across combatant-command seams.

 ¡ Narrowly focus U.S. security cooperation efforts to 
train and professionalize elite partner counterter-
rorism forces capable of countering Salafi-jihadist 
extremist groups and Iranian proxies instead of trying 
to build national militaries. 

 ¡ Deprioritize the sale or provision of high-end conven-
tional military capabilities requested by partner forces 
that have little application for counterterrorism oper-
ations, or other prioritized operations such as naval 
monitoring or defensive priorities. 

 ¡ Increase burden-sharing with allies and partners to 
monitor and maintain safe passage around sensitive 
choke points such as the Bab el-Mandeb and the Strait 
of Hormuz to reduce a reliance on persistent U.S. naval 
presence. 

 ¡ Avoid large conventional deployments as tools to deter 
Iranian proxy attacks except in the case of a major 
contingency.

Importantly, this paper focuses almost entirely on the 
Middle East and not nearby Central Asia. That being 
said, the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan will have 
implications for U.S. posture in the Middle East and the 
over-the-horizon requirements that forces based in the 
region may have to support in Afghanistan. None of those 
requirements fundamentally alter the basic recommen-
dations of this report, since the activities and capabilities 
required to fulfill the counterterrorism mission in 
Afghanistan will be similar to those necessary in the 
Middle East. What they may alter is the precise number 
of troops and locations of U.S. military forces that should 
be based in the region. The scope of this report does 
not offer that level of detail; rather, it provides a first-
order set of recommendations to alter U.S. posture in 
the Middle East, shown in Table 1. Further examination 
is needed to inform more detailed recommenda-
tions as to the right mix and locations of U.S. military 
forces and capabilities. 
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Do Don’t

Maintain a slimmed-down U.S. presence 
that emphasizes forces and capabilities 
required to achieve U.S. objectives while 
retaining the ability to surge in case of a 
major contingency with Iran or a non-state 
actor.

Maintain an outdated posture emphasizing 
a large basing network that reflects 
previous operations or high-end 
contingencies that may be unlikely to 
occur. 

Revise the basing architecture to 
transition some bases to host nations 
and consolidate the U.S. footprint while 
distributing assets outside of threatened 
geography.

Keep the current large network of bases 
that are more vulnerable to missile strikes.

Maintain a smaller mix of aircraft 
emphasizing SOF assets, UAVs, and 
some conventional strike aircraft for 
counterterrorism operations and deterring 
Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons in the 
region, while leveraging assets located in 
other combatant commands. 

Position strike aircraft, bombers, and UAVs 
required for a range of scenarios in the 
Middle East in theater. 

Focus security cooperation with Middle 
Eastern partners on training elite 
counterterrorism forces.

Focus security cooperation with Middle 
Eastern partners on arms sales and 
building national militaries in America’s 
image.

Counter and deter Iranian proxies with a 
combination of security cooperation for 
high-end counterterrorism forces and 
some capacity to conduct U.S. strikes 
targeted at these groups.

Attempt to deter Iranian proxy attacks 
through large conventional demonstrations 
of force. 

Conduct maritime patrols with European, 
Asian, and Middle Eastern partners, 
especially around sensitive choke points in 
the Middle East. 

Continue to maintain a near-perpetual 
carrier strike group presence in the 
CENTCOM area of responsibility. 

TABLE 1: U.S. MIDDLE EAST POSTURE DOS AND DON’TS
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Preface

n a CNAS commentary titled “Demilitarizing U.S. 
Policy in the Middle East” published in July 2020, 
Ilan Goldenberg and Kaleigh Thomas laid out a 

framework for a sustainable, limited, steady state 
approach to the Middle East that manages America’s 
limited interests in the region.1 This approach proposes 
that core U.S. interests in the Middle East are preventing 
terror attacks on the U.S. homeland or key U.S. allies and 
preventing the spread of nuclear weapons across the 
region. It also acknowledges other traditional U.S. inter-
ests, such as protecting and securing global oil supplies 
and defending Israel, but argues that they are less signifi-
cant than in the past, given the nature of today’s global oil 
market and Israel’s increasing military strength.

This framework highlights the changing dynamics 
of the region’s civil wars over the past 15 years. These 
conflicts originated, in part, from the lack of political and 
economic opportunities in this poorly governed region. 
External actors intervened in these conflicts in an effort 
to advance their own interests and to compete vis-à-vis 
their regional competitors. Proxy wars have exacerbated 
the threat of terrorism by creating new safe havens for 
extremist groups but also further fueling state-on-state 
competition. These conditions, in turn, develop a dan-
gerous environment for potential nuclear proliferation.

To address these concerns, CNAS recommended 
that the United States pursue a new U.S. approach to 
the Middle East based on three central and mutually 
reinforcing pillars:

 ¡ Pursue pragmatic diplomacy based on de-escalation, 
not on regime change or overly militarized solutions.

 ¡ Rethink U.S. security and economic assistance, investing 
more in people rather than in governments.

 ¡ Reduce U.S. conventional military presence in the 
region and pursue a realistic and more cost-efficient 
“by, with, and through” approach to counter irregular 
warfare.

CNAS has since authored a series of papers outlining in 
greater detail each of these lines of effort. In August 2020, 
the Middle East Security Program released “Reengaging 
Iran,” which outlined an alternative diplomatic strategy 
for mitigating tensions in the region.2 In June 2021, CNAS 
released “A People First U.S. Assistance Strategy for the 
Middle East” outlining the second pillar of the recom-
mended strategy.3 This paper examines in greater detail 
the third pillar of the approach described above and 
centers on concrete recommendations for realigning U.S. 
military presence in the Middle East while maintaining 
the force necessary to protect U.S. core interests.

ADDITIONAL READING MATERIALS

July 2020 | Demilitarizing U.S. Policy in the Middle East

August 2020 | Reengaging Iran

June 2021 | A People First U.S. Assistance Strategy for the Middle East

https://www.cnas.org/publications/commentary/demilitarizing-u-s-policy-in-the-middle-east
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/reengaging-iran
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/a-people-first-u-s-assistance-strategy-for-the-middle-east
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Introduction 

or the past 20 years, U.S. policy has been mili-
tarily overinvested in conflicts in the Middle East. 
Presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump both 

attempted but ultimately failed to adjust this approach 
in the region, and now President Joe Biden, like his 
predecessors, has committed to shifting focus to the 
Indo-Pacific region and other new challenges of the 21st 
century.4 But actualizing shifts in strategic focus—par-
ticularly from one region to another—requires plans not 
just for withdrawing forces and prioritizing challenges in 
the Indo-Pacific, but also coherent alternative strategies 
for how to manage the challenges of the Middle East and 
protect U.S. interests with a smaller U.S. military invest-
ment in the region. Both President Obama and President 
Trump, for different reasons, were confronted with 
policy decisions that prevented a change in approach to 
the region—Obama after the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq 
and the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS); 
Trump because of his decision to leave the Iran nuclear 
agreement and escalate tensions with Iran.5

Today, the Biden administration has emphasized that 
an increasingly aggressive and autocratic China is the 
main challenge to current and future U.S. security. At the 
same time, the administration acknowledges the threats 
posed by other nation-states, such as a revanchist Russia 
and regional aggressors like Iran and North Korea, as 
well as violent extremist and terrorist organizations. 
Issues that traditionally have fallen outside of the domain 
of “hard” security, such as climate change and biothreats, 
also have taken on new importance.6 But in an era of con-
strained resources, the administration will be unable to 
meet this expanded array of challenges without making 
hard choices about the prioritization of threats—and the 
forces and resources required to meet those challenges.7

The Biden administration has made it clear that it 
seeks to “right-size” U.S. military presence in the Middle 
East and shift focus away from a region that has tied 
up U.S. military bandwidth to better meet domestic 
and global security challenges.8 It also has called 
for a global force posture review, which is currently 

under way and will strongly consider revisions to U.S. 
force posture in the Middle East.9 In the administration’s 
current logic, U.S. defense activities and posture in the 
Middle East are the bill payer to fund the renewed shift 
to the Indo-Pacific to focus on the China challenge.10 In 
theory, altering U.S. presence in the Middle East would 
free up forces and capabilities, making them available for 
use in the Indo-Pacific. Additional cost savings born from 
changing U.S. posture in the region—if any—could be 
reallocated to fund activities related to the Biden admin-
istration’s new definition of security. More so, reductions 
in military activities in the Middle East translate into 
bandwidth to make investments in military readiness and 
modernization intended to improve the efficacy of the 
force for future fights. Already, the administration has 
withdrawn the U.S. military from Afghanistan, effectively 
ending the twenty-year conflict, in the hopes of pro-
ducing some cost and readiness savings.

While this logic appears sound, several questions arise: 
How will the Biden administration actually “right-size” 
U.S. posture in the Middle East in practical terms? How 
can the administration ensure it does not fall to the same 
patterns that plagued predecessors’ attempts to change 
U.S. military presence in the region? What should a new 
U.S. presence in the Middle East look like? And how will 
an altered U.S. military presence ensure U.S. security and 
interests and meet security commitments? 

To answer these questions, the authors built a frame-
work to analyze U.S. military presence and activities in 
the Middle East with the aim of determining how the 
Biden administration should revise its regional force 
posture to ensure U.S. interests. This framework builds 
off earlier research advocating for a sustainable approach 
to the Middle East that manages America’s evolving and 
more limited interests in the region.11

Both President Obama and 
President Trump, for different 
reasons, were confronted 
with policy decisions that 
prevented a change in 
approach to the region.

How will the Biden 
administration actually  
“right-size” U.S. posture in the 
Middle East in practical terms?
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A Framework for Rethinking U.S. 
Military Posture in the Middle East

merica’s military presence and posture in the 
Middle East has not always advanced U.S. 
strategy or served to support its core interests. 

Indeed, successive conflicts in the Middle East and 
subsequent stabilization operations have been viewed 
in hindsight by many as a distraction to U.S. defense 
strategy and the goals of individual administrations. For 
instance, despite the Trump administration’s insistence 
on withdrawing U.S. forces from the Middle East, forces 
and capabilities were augmented significantly during 
tensions with Iran as part of the maximum pressure 
campaign.12 More recently, the Biden administration has 
undertaken limited strikes against Iranian proxy groups 
in Iraq and Syria, testing the White House’s discipline 
to remain focused on its stated strategy that prioritizes 
domestic issues and the China challenge.13 This suggests 
that there is a disconnect between stated U.S. strategic 
interests, and the means the country uses to implement 
its strategy to support those interests. Military posture is 
one reflection of that implementation.

This report defines posture broadly, referring to 
the size, location, types, and capabilities of forward 
military forces; the actions and activities these forces 
undertake; and the facilities, legal arrangements, and 
relationships that undergird them.14 Conversely, it 
defines the Middle East more narrowly to encompass the 
14 countries located in the Levant and the Gulf region, 
stretching from Egypt in the west to Iran in the east. It 

purposefully excludes North Africa (with the exception 
of Egypt) since it is not a region that has been a major 
driver of U.S. posture and military operations. We also 
excluded other countries that fall within the U.S. Central 
Command (CENTCOM) area of responsibility (AOR), 
such as Afghanistan and Central Asia, because that 
would entail a broader discussion of U.S. operations in 
Afghanistan that is outside the scope of this paper. That 
does not mean that basing options outside of this defini-
tion, such as bases in the Horn of Africa or the Eastern 
Mediterranean, are ignored; rather, we treat these in 
our discussion of how Washington may revise posture 
in the Middle East to be more commensurate with its 
strategic value in light of U.S. interests. It also does not 
mean ignoring the reality that some capabilities may be 
postured in the Middle East to support operations in 
those arenas (e.g., Libya and Afghanistan).

To rethink the connection between strategy and 
posture, the authors developed a framework to better 
identify the linkages between strategy, activities, 
and capabilities. This reflects a “strategies-to-task” 
approach that links means to ends.15 The framework 
was informed by the stated objective of the ongoing U.S. 
global force posture review, which seeks to better link 
U.S. national interests to its global military footprint, 
and by earlier CNAS research.16 It seeks to identify U.S. 
interests and link these to particular military activities 
that, in turn, would help identify the forces and capabil-
ities required to achieve these specific tasks.17 Figure 1 
illustrates this framework. 

FIGURE 1: A FRAMEWORK FOR DEVELOPING A BETTER 
U.S. FORCE POSTURE IN THE MIDDLE EAST
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The report begins with the position that the U.S. 

interests that have long undergirded U.S. presence and 
activities in the Middle East are outdated. This has 
created a status quo in which U.S. presence and activities 
no longer are linked directly to higher objectives; when 
they are linked to objectives and interests, they are often 
interests that no longer hold the same relevance in the 
current operating environment. There are some interests 
that are still salient and there are specific military activ-
ities that could better help ensure these interests. But 
these represent a small portion of current posture. With 
a better understanding of the activities that buttress core 
U.S. interests and objectives, we can better identify the 
U.S. military forces and capabilities required to achieve 
these missions.

The end state for U.S. military posture should not be 
a complete withdrawal of U.S. presence in the Middle 
East, which is an unreasonable and unsound approach. 
Rather, a significant revision to the current U.S. military 
footprint is needed. This posture will support fewer 

activities and aim to tie up less resources, all with the 
goal of more directly tying U.S. military posture to sup-
porting U.S. interests commensurate with the region’s 
strategic importance.

This report first describes the historical landscape 
of U.S. posture in the Middle East to explain how it has 
evolved over time, and highlights the disconnect between 
U.S. force presence and strategy. Next, it rethinks the link 
between strategy and posture. It examines the core U.S. 
interests in the Middle East that have undergirded U.S. 
presence to determine how these have changed over time 
and identifies the U.S. interests that are still of relevance 
today. It identifies specific military activities that are 
needed to ensure these interests, and maps military 
forces and capabilities to these activities. The report con-
cludes with concrete recommendations for reducing U.S. 
military presence in the Middle East while maintaining 
the force necessary to protect core U.S. interests.

U.S. Military Presence  
in the Middle East

he genesis of today’s U.S. military presence in 
the Middle East arguably emerged during World 
War II. Allied military operations and new 

technology increased the need for new sources of oil, 
leading to the development of a quid pro quo between 
Middle Eastern states and the United States that would 
drive U.S. involvement in the region for decades to 
come. This quid pro quo was U.S. security assurances in 
return for access to oil.18 A minimal initial presence was 
required to fulfill this deal, and U.S. military presence 
in the region remained small throughout much of the 
Cold War. But the U.S. military footprint began to grow 
after the 1980 Carter Doctrine, which articulated a U.S. 
security commitment to the Gulf states in response to 
the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan, and in the wake of attacks on oil tankers 
during the Iran-Iraq War in the mid-1980s.19 The need to 
contain Iraqi aggression following the first Gulf War was 
predicated on a larger continuous presence located at 
bases in the Gulf, which formed the roots of the current 
U.S. posture in the region. Some of these permanent 
bases were then expanded significantly in the years after 
the attacks of September 11, 2001.

The Middle East has featured heavily in major U.S. 
military campaigns and operations over the past 20 years. 
U.S. forces have engaged in several active military cam-
paigns that have taken place in or comprised operations 
launched from the Middle East, including Operation 
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan (2001–2021), 
Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003–2011), and Operation 
Inherent Resolve to counter ISIS (2014 to the present). 
The expansive constellation of a variety of bases in the 
Middle East—not all of which are solely U.S. bases, but 
rather joint bases or bases under host-nation control—
have swelled in size as these campaigns have reinforced 
the need for operational hubs. These campaigns have 
required a large degree of U.S. military bandwidth and 
policy focus, as well as financial investments. Since 
9/11, Congress has appropriated approximately $1.55 
trillion in overseas contingency operations discretionary 
funding alone to fund military operations within the 
CENTCOM AOR. This figure does not account for the 
true cost of U.S. military operations in the Middle East, 
as operations and maintenance costs and other costs that 
cover U.S. military installations and personnel abroad 
are found in the Defense Department’s base budget. 
The actual costs of U.S. posture in the Middle East, 
therefore, are unknown.

The end state for U.S. military 
posture should not be a 
complete withdrawal of U.S. 
presence in the Middle East, 
which is an unreasonable and 
unsound approach. Rather, 
a significant revision to the 
current U.S. military footprint 
is needed.
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There are other ways to measure and understand 
posture. Posture encompasses many elements, ranging 
from the size and type of forces to type and location 
of facilities to legal arrangement and permissions that 
dictate how these forces may operate. However, the 
physical manifestations of posture—chiefly the bases 
and facilities, and the size of U.S. forces—are the most 
commonly appreciated elements of posture. Both 
elements have evolved and varied over time, making shifts 
in basing and deployments critical to understanding the 
current U.S. posture in the Middle East. 

Identifying a comprehensive number of forces in the 
region is almost impossible. Therefore, the report aggre-
gates data from a number of sources to get as close to a full 
picture as is available publicly. Throughout this section, 
we rely mainly on Defense Manpower Data Center 
information provided by the U.S. government. This data 
is not a true representation of U.S. military presence as it 
does not count military forces on temporary deployment 
orders, nor does it detail the number of U.S. contractors, in 
addition to other issues in compilation. 

The Gulf War provided the imprimatur for a buildup 
of U.S. presence and associated infrastructure in the Gulf 
region, the legacy of which impacts U.S. posture and 

basing architecture today. Following the conflict, several 
Gulf states entered into cooperative agreements with 
the United States to retain U.S. forces on their territory 
as a tripwire intended to deter further Iraqi aggres-
sion.20 New bases, such as al-Udeid Air Base in Qatar, 
were established during this period, while access to and 
expansion of existing U.S. and host bases were granted in 
places such as Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Several of these 
bases also served as hubs for post–Gulf War military 
activities related to Operations Northern and Southern 
Watch.21 As a result, U.S. military presence became more 
visible in the region, despite considerable public oppo-
sition to U.S. presence throughout the Middle East. In 
June 2001, preceding the 9/11 attacks, the United States 
had approximately 26,000 troops in the CENTCOM 
region, the majority of whom were stationed in Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia.22

Prior to the 9/11 attacks, President Bush campaigned 
on avoiding small unnecessary wars, but the 9/11 attacks, 
the subsequent decision to launch the “Global War 
on Terror,” and the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan 
upended this promise.23 At the onset of the Iraq War in 
2003, U.S. forces expanded forward basing and deploy-
ment of military personnel in the region. The United 

A U.S. soldier provides rear security during a civil affairs mission during Operation Iraqi Freedom. For the past 20 years, the United States has 
maintained a large military presence in the Middle East. (Stocktrek Images via Getty Images)
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States withdrew from the Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi 
Arabia and shifted its Combined Air Operations Center 
(CAOC) to al-Udeid Air Base in Qatar, which became 
the center of U.S. air operations in the region, including 
Afghanistan.24 Unsurprisingly, U.S. military presence in 
the Middle East steadily rose during this period. In April 
2003, the United States deployed approximately 285,000 
troops to serve in Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), an 
estimated 149,000 of whom actually invaded Iraq.25 The 
U.S. naval operations for OIF were coordinated from 
Bahrain, increasing the wartime footprint there.26 Kuwait 
served as CENTCOM’s “major logistics base for the U.S. 
and Coalition operations in Iraq . . . providing up to 60 
percent of its territory for coalition use.”27 By the end of 
the Bush presidency in December 2008, approximately 
294,000 U.S. military personnel were deployed to the 
region, most supporting the conflict in Iraq.28 When 
considering contractor and other support personnel 
during this period, the numbers increase exponentially. 
For instance, in December 2008, the Department of 
Defense employed approximately 148,000 national, 
foreign, and host country contractors in Iraq and around 
72,000 in Afghanistan.29 

President Obama campaigned on ending the Iraq 
War and therefore sought to reduce U.S. military troop 
presence in the region. This included a reduction of 
U.S. troops in Iraq, as well as amending the U.S. military 
footprint both in Iraq and elsewhere in the region. By the 
end of 2011, nearly all U.S. combat forces had withdrawn 
from Iraq and the United States had closed a number 
of forward operating bases and smaller facilities in the 
country.30 Yet the constellations of bases largely clustered 
in the Gulf remained active, despite the United States no 
longer supporting ongoing operations in Iraq (although 
air operations for Afghanistan continued to be coordi-
nated from al-Udeid.) In 2013, the U.S. military footprint 
consisted of more than 35,000 military personnel “in and 
immediately around” the Gulf, 31 including 10,000 for-
ward-deployed ground forces.32

The rise of ISIS, as well as the far-reaching videos of 
ISIS personnel executing U.S. citizens, led the United 
States to reengage militarily in the summer of 2014 with 
eventually 5,000 U.S. forces being deployed to Iraq and 
500 to Syria.33 In the fight against ISIS, U.S. forces relied 
predominantly on airpower and adopted a “by, with, and 
through” approach to the conflict, whereby local partners 
and proxies fronted the lines instead of U.S. forces.34 

While this kept the number of U.S. boots on the ground 
low, it required a fair number of support personnel and 
assets spread throughout Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

architecture and troop levels in Syria, standing at approx-
imately 1,700 in December of 201738 and dropping to 800 
in early 2020.39 The United States continued to expand 
al-Udeid with Qatar underwriting the construction 
costs of expansion.40

Growing tensions with Iran from the spring of 2019 
to early 2020 complicated plans to further reduce U.S. 
military posture in the Middle East.41 In the spring 
of 2019, the United States significantly increased the 

The decision to use airpower and limit U.S. ground 
forces in the fight against ISIS also had implications for 
U.S. basing and access. While the United States leveraged 
existing airbases like al-Udeid and al-Dhafra in the UAE, 
it also reestablished its presence in Iraq and expanded its 
presence at Muwaffaq Salti Air Base (MSAB) in Jordan.35 

Once U.S. special operations forces began operating in 
Syria, the United States established garrisons such as 
al-Tanf on the border between Iraq and Syria.36 Though 
the administration succeeded in lowering troop levels 
in the Middle East, the campaign against ISIS domi-
nated the administration’s national security agenda and 
required disproportionate amounts of time, capital, and 
continued military focus.

Like Presidents Bush and Obama, President Trump 
took office with an expressed desire to shift away from 
the Middle East. The 2018 National Defense Strategy 
elevated “strategic competition” with Beijing and 
Moscow over other objectives—including the Middle 
East. As such, the Trump administration sought to 
reallocate capabilities and associated forces from the 
CENTCOM AOR.37 As operations against ISIS wore 
on, the Trump administration further altered basing 

On July 6, 2015, U.S. President Barack Obama (right) and Secretary 
of Defense Ashton Carter (center) sit with members of the president’s 
national security team at a meeting concerning ISIS. Senior leaders 
spend a disproportionate amount of time dealing with terrorist threats. 
(Drew Angerer/Pool/Getty Images)
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deployment of assets and personnel to the Middle East, 
a year after it withdrew from the Iran nuclear agreement 
and adopted a “maximum pressure” campaign on Iran. 
Between May and October 2019, the Defense Department 
deployed about 14,000 additional troops and associated 
military capabilities to the Gulf region.42 In the same year, 
the United States expanded MSAB in Jordan, out of range 
of the Iranian missile threat that surrounds U.S. bases in 
the Gulf.43 The Trump administration attempted to con-
solidate U.S. facilities by closing Qatari structures deemed 
operationally irrelevant and moving the assets to Jordan.44 

Additionally, the United States returned to Prince Sultan 
Air Base in Saudi Arabia amid tensions with Iran, with 
Saudi Arabia agreeing to pay for some associated construc-
tion costs.45 In January 2020, tensions further escalated 
with the killing of Iranian Quds Force Commander General 
Qasem Soleimani. The Department of Defense responded 
by deploying an additional 3,500 troops to the region, 
reportedly raising U.S. military presence in the region to 
approximately 60,000–80,000.46 

U.S. military presence in the Middle East also is but-
tressed by other bases located in proximity to the region, 
such as those in Turkey and Djibouti. For instance, Incirlik 
Air Base in Turkey played a key role in the fight against 

ISIS, and in 2019, the United States announced an expan-
sion of the base.47 Meanwhile, Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti 
has been a hub for drone campaigns that target terrorist 
organizations such as al Qaeda.48 Given their locations 
outside the Middle East, these bases are not a key compo-
nent of our analysis, but they are essential to understanding 
how U.S. interests can be supported after a strategic align-
ment of U.S. force posture in the region. 

U.S. posture currently is changing under the Biden 
administration. U.S. troops have been withdrawn from 
Afghanistan, which will have knock-on effects for the 
U.S. forces located in the Gulf that support this operation 
or could be called on as an “over-the-horizon” force.49 

Additionally, the administration recently shuttered Area 
Support Group-Qatar as well as three U.S. installations in 
Qatar: Camp As Sayliyah-Main, Camp As Sayliyah-South, 
and ammunition supply point Falcon.50 As of June 2021, 
U.S. troop presence was approximately 40,000.51 These 
forces and facilities aim to fulfill peacetime and operational 
requirements, ranging from security cooperation activities 
to active military operations against ISIS in Iraq and Syria. 
More so, these bases, and the U.S. personnel who serve on 
them, act as a constant reminder of the long-standing U.S. 
security guarantee necessary to reassure regional partners.

Following the drone strike on General Qasem Soleimani on January 5, 2020, people hold Soleimani’s portrait while protesting outside of the U.S. Consulate 
in Istanbul. Escalation with Iran in 2019 and 2020 caused the Trump administration to reverse course and expand the U.S. force presence in the Middle East 
after drawing down U.S. forces in an effort to focus on great-power competition. (Chris McGrath/Getty Images)
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These select U.S. bases in the Middle East do not represent the full U.S. basing network in 
the region, but rather key facilities discussed within this report.

SUMMARY OF U.S. POSTURE IN THE MIDDLE EAST52
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Bahrain

Naval Support Activity Bahrain. Bahrain hosts 
the headquarters of the U.S. 5th Fleet and 
U.S. Naval Forces Central Command. The 5th 
Fleet is responsible for U.S. naval forces in the 
Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf. 
It also hosts the Combined Maritime Forces, a 
multinational maritime partnership involving 
regional and extra-regional participating nations.

 
Qatar

Al-Udeid Air Base. Qatar hosts the largest U.S. 
military base in the Middle East, includes the 
forward headquarters of CENTCOM and the 
CAOC, which shifted to al-Udeid from PSAB 
in 2003. Al-Udeid has expanded significantly 
over the past few years to more comfortably 
accommodate U.S. forces. 

 
Jordan

Muwaffaq Salti Air Base (MSAB). This is a 
Jordanian air base that hosts U.S., Belgian, and 
Dutch forces. U.S. operations at MSAB increased 
during the fight against ISIS, and the base has 
expanded significantly as it has become a hub for 
U.S. air operations in the region.

 
Iraq

Al-Asad Air Base. Since the end of Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, the United States has not had 
permanent facilities in Iraq. Today, the United 
States is primarily located at al-Asad Air Base, 
where troops support the Iraqi government’s fight 
against ISIS through training programs.
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Saudi Arabia

Prince Sultan Air Base (PSAB). The United 
States had access to PSAB during the first Gulf 
War, and from 1996 to 2003, where it served 
as the hub for Operation Southern Watch and 
hosted the Combined Air Operations Center. 
The United States regained access to PSAB in 
2019 amid tension with Iran and has expanded 
its footprint since then.

 
United Arab Emirates

Al-Dhafra Air Base. This base serves as the 
headquarters of the Emirati Western Air 
Command. It currently hosts the 380th 
Air Expeditionary Wing and previously 
hosted Kingpin, U.S. Air Forces Central, and 
CENTCOM’s command and control squadron. 
Al-Dhafra also hosts French air force presence. 

 
Kuwait

Camp Arifjan. Kuwait hosts the U.S. Army’s 
forward headquarters in the Middle East, which 
serves as a training ground, staging hub, and 
logistical support for regional operations. It 
houses Army pre-position stock, or critical 
equipment needed for a high-end ground 
contingency in the Middle East. Camp Arifjan 
was an essential base during the Iraq War. 

 
Oman

Duqm Port. Oman grants the United States 
access to Duqm Port, 500 kilometers from the 
Strait of Hormuz. The access arrangement for 
the port and associated facilities was brokered 
in 2019. 
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THE CASE FOR AND AGAINST U.S. PRESENCE IN THE MIDDLE EAST

The robust U.S. military posture over the past 20 years has come with a number of strategic and operational benefits. There 
are three primary reasons for U.S. overseas bases. First, bases and U.S. military presence have helped build and maintain 
relationships with key global partners. This presence helps provide reassurance and has been essential to deterring adversaries 
from pursuing large-scale or conventional attacks. Second, overseas bases provide the United States the ability to conduct 
operations well beyond its borders. This also includes responding to emerging crises. For the past 30 years, a significant 
number of U.S. military operations have been in the Middle East. Lastly, U.S. overseas bases provide critical mobility hubs that 
enable the United States to project power globally.53 The Middle East has served as a power projection hub for U.S. operations 
in Afghanistan and is likely poised to continue this role for “over-the-horizon” operations after the withdrawal of U.S. forces. 
This report primarily focuses on the second rationale for U.S. overseas presence—the ability to conduct operations in the 
Middle East—and examines a revised U.S. military posture that retains the ability to operate and surge, if needed. 

However, U.S. military presence also has come with a number of downsides that must be considered when weighing America’s 
long-term military posture in the region. These include: 

Financial and diversionary costs: Any major posture investment and deployment made to the Middle East comes with the 
opportunity cost of not deploying it to other critical theaters such as Europe or the Indo-Pacific. This is exacerbated by the 
fact that most U.S. forces in the region are on temporary rotations rather than permanently stationed there. Thus, for each 
unit overseas, the service needs approximately two more in the United States that are at various states of readiness tying up a 
larger percentage of the total force. Moreover, rotating forces multiple times a year drives up the actual dollar cost because of 
the high costs associated with each unit moving its own equipment back and forth between the United States and the Middle 
East. 

Rallying cry for extremists: Another downside of U.S. military presence and intervention is that it has acted at times as a 
motivating factor for extremist groups to target the United States. The most famous example is how the U.S. intervention to 
remove Saddam Hussein from Kuwait and the subsequent long-term U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia was a rallying cry 
for al Qaeda and one of the reasons Osama Bin Laden targeted the United States.54 U.S. presence also can trigger a backlash 
from local populations who sometimes oppose such a presence, creating a more fertile ground for extremists and higher levels 
of anti-Americanism. 

Creating targets for adversaries: A third downside associated with a large visible presence is the number of potential 
targets it creates for adversaries. U.S. military bases have long been bases for proxy and terrorist attacks including the 
Marine barracks attack in Lebanon in 1983, the Khobar Towers bombing in Saudi Arabia in 1996, and more recently attacks by 
Iranian-supported proxy groups in Iraq on U.S. bases and forces. Moreover, the improved accuracy that Iran’s ballistic missile 
program has demonstrated in recent years, including the 2019 attacks on Saudi oil facilities and the attack on al-Asad air base 
in retaliation for the killing of Qasem Soleimani, demonstrate how a significant U.S. military presence in large bases within the 
range of highly accurate Iranian missiles creates a vulnerability for the United States in both peacetime and in crisis. 

Creating dependency and leverage for host countries: Increased U.S. presence indeed does result in greater U.S. influence 
and operational flexibility. However, it often becomes an end onto itself creating a U.S. dependency on the host nation and 
providing that host nation with greater leverage in its bilateral relationship with the United States outside of the narrower 
military aspect of the relationship. For example, U.S. dependence on its military bases in the Gulf States certainly has played a 
role in the United States deprioritizing good governance and human rights in the bilateral relationship for fear of losing access. 
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T
U.S. Interests and Objectives  
in the Middle East

he fluctuating U.S. force levels in the Middle East, 
coupled with the ballooning military architecture 
in the region, have not been linked to broader U.S. 

strategic objectives over the past decade or more. The 
near-constant pace of operations in the region since the 
Iraq War has tied up strategic attention and resources, 
resulting in policymakers and defense leaders adhering 
to a status quo that may be based on outdated assump-
tions. The disproportionate attention has commandeered 
resources that should be targeted toward more strategic, 
high-priority areas. 55

There is a growing consensus among foreign policy 
experts and politicians in Washington that the United 
States needs to redefine its strategic interests in the 
Middle East.56 U.S. leaders need to look at what the most 
critical and salient U.S. interests in the region are today, 
as opposed to the interests of yesterday, because the 
global strategic and operating environment has changed 
drastically since these interests were last seriously 
reevaluated in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Some of 
these changes have occurred because the prosecution 
of the counterterrorism mission over the past 20 years 
has changed the threat landscape; others have shifted 
out of priority because more pressing strategic interests 
outside the region have displaced them. Without this 
reassessment a mismatch between strategy and posture 
will continue to exist, and the Middle East will draw 
inordinate attention and resources, impeding America’s 
ability both to reduce defense spending and achieve 
other strategic objectives.

This report next identifies the key U.S. interests in the 
Middle East that are relevant today and links interests to 
objectives, which define how to protect those interests. 

Key U.S. Interests in the Middle East
U.S. policy in the Middle East should be based on three 
primary interests: (1) protecting the homeland from 
terrorist attacks; (2) preventing the spread of nuclear 
weapons; and (3) preserving freedom of navigation and 
free flow of commerce. These are not the only interests 
the United States has in the Middle East, but they are the 
most important. 

DEFEND AND PROTECT THE U.S. HOMELAND, 
AMERICAN CITIZENS, AND U.S. ALLIES FROM 
TERRORIST ATTACKS 
While the United States has not had a major terrorist 
attack on its soil since the 9/11 attacks, and the number of 

people who die every year from terrorism is objectively 
small, the protection of the U.S. homeland from terrorist 
or foreign attack remains the top U.S. interest.57 The psy-
chological trauma and political impact of major attacks 
on the U.S. homeland have had a massive effect in 
American society and U.S. policy responses. Indeed, 9/11 
ultimately resulted in the United States investing more 
than a trillion dollars into prolonged conflicts in the 
Middle East.58 Terrorism emanating from the Middle 
East is not unique; rather, we recognize that terrorism 
is a domestic and global issue.59 However, as compared 
with some other parts of the world, historically the 
Middle East has had conditions that have resulted 
in more terrorist networks interested in attacking 
the United States.60 

Preventing terrorist attacks on the U.S. homeland is 
the most effective way to strengthen U.S. security and 
deal with this problem. Second on the list of priorities 
should be working with and protecting America’s treaty 
allies from terrorist attacks. And third on the list of 
priorities should be stopping attacks on U.S. partners in 
the region and across the globe who are not treaty allies. 
Importantly, this interest should not be misinterpreted 
as pursuit of the elimination of all terrorist groups; its 
focus is developing an enduring effort to contain and 
manage the threat and recognizing that the factors that 
contribute to the rise and risk of terrorism are compli-
cated, long-term issues that cannot easily be addressed 
by military means alone. 

STOP THE PROLIFERATION OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS 
Halting the proliferation of nuclear weapons has long 
been a global U.S. strategic interest. Indeed, the Biden 
administration’s interim national security strategic 
guidance describes global nuclear weapons prolifera-
tion as an “existential” threat due to their destructive 
capacity.61 As the number of new nuclear states rises 
and non-state actors’ access to these weapons grows, 
the likelihood of miscalculation or intensified use also 
increases. The most likely new nuclear state in the 
Middle East is Iran. Thus far, it has chosen not to build 
a nuclear weapon even as it has conducted research 
to give itself the option in the future. If Iran were to 
make the political decision to obtain nuclear weapons 
and take the steps necessary to obtain a bomb, it could 
lead to a highly unstable nuclear balance with Israel, 
increasing the possibility of nuclear exchange.62 It also 
could destabilize the security balance in the region and 
lead other countries, such as Saudi Arabia, to pursue 
their own nuclear weapons. In a region with an abun-
dance of armed non-state actors, weak governments, 
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and tense relations, proliferation becomes an increased 
risk. Moreover, there is the possibility that the security 
of Iran’s own nuclear umbrella could embolden Tehran 
to significantly increase its destabilizing strategies in the 
region, to include providing more advanced support for 
various proxy groups in places like Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, 
and Yemen.

PRESERVE FREEDOM OF NAVIGATION  
AND THE FREE FLOW OF COMMERCE
Since the Carter Doctrine, the U.S. emphasis on the free 
flow of commerce in the Middle East was synonymous 
with getting energy resources out of the region. However, 
while these resources have become less critical globally 
(as will be discussed below), the region is still critical 
for the free flow of commerce because of its location 
connecting Europe and the Indo-Pacific. The United 
States should continue to prioritize preserving freedom 
of navigation in the Middle East, especially through 
key choke points that are crucial to global commerce, 
including the Suez Canal, Bab el-Mandeb, the Arabian 
Sea, and the Strait of Hormuz. Peaceful waters are 
critical for facilitating global trade, especially between 
Europe and the Indo-Pacific, with roughly 12 percent of 
global trade moving through the Suez Canal alone.63 As 
detailed in the Biden administration’s interim National 
Security Strategy, “[The United States] will continue to 
defend access to the global commons, including freedom 
of navigation and overflight rights, under international 
law.”64 Indeed, freedom of navigation is paramount to 
preserving the system of commerce that has been essen-
tial to the global economic order that the United States 
has long supported. 

Secondary or Decreasing U.S. Interests  
in the Middle East
Other interests, such as ensuring the security of Israel, 
securing global oil supplies, and countering China and 
Russia in the region, still matter. However, these are 
secondary interests, and should be prioritized as such 
by the United States as it allocates finite resources to 
achieve its objectives.

ENSURE ISRAEL’S SECURITY
Israel’s security has long been a primary U.S. interest. 
Israel remains a critical partner for the United States in 
the Middle East given common U.S. and Israeli interests 
as well as Israeli intelligence and military capabilities, 
which are highly beneficial to the United States. Given 
Israel’s increasing military and economic prowess today, 
it is far more capable of defending itself and benefits far 

less from a large U.S. military presence in the Middle 
East than it may have in the past. Along with its large 
Fiscal Year 2020 military budget of $22 billion,65 Israel’s 
military consists of approximately 743,000 personnel—
all of whom can mobilize within 96 hours. Moreover, 
the IDF has one of the world’s most capable national air 
defense systems, a highly capable air force, and a small 
yet advanced navy.66 

SECURE THE FREE FLOW OF OIL 
It is important also to recognize that the free flow of oil is 
less critical to U.S. interests today than it was in the past 
and is no longer a primary driver of U.S. interests in the 
Middle East. Today, the United States is less dependent 
on oil given the rise in its own production, while China 
and other countries in the Indo-Pacific are increasingly 
dependent on Middle Eastern oil.67 Additionally, the 
global oil market is relatively resilient, with oil prices 
less impacted by events in the Middle East. Indeed, the 
2019 Iranian missile attack on Abqaiq and Khurais, Saudi 
Arabia’s single most important oil facility, only resulted 
in a small temporary bump in oil prices as opposed 
to an expected massive spike.68 This single data point 
suggests the assumptions about the energy markets have 
changed as tensions and dynamics in the region have 
also changed. In addition, most major oil producers have 
greater interest in continuing to sell oil, rather than use 
oil as an economic weapon. 

MAINTAIN INFLUENCE AND COUNTER COMPETITORS
Maintaining U.S. influence in the Middle East to counter 
other great powers dates back to U.S. efforts to contain 
the spread of communism and Soviet influence during 
the Cold War. Now, as the United States refocuses 
its attention to strategic competition with near-peer 
adversaries China and Russia, some argue the United 
States must stay in the Middle East to perpetuate U.S. 
hegemony in the region and to counter these compet-
itors.69 Assuming U.S. military presence is the most 
significant factor in this competition may be misaligned 
with the realities of the region today. Simply maintaining 
U.S. military dominance in the Middle East should not 
be an interest unto itself, given resource limitations 
and other interests. Great-power competition should 
not serve as the sole driver for U.S. overinvestment 
in the Middle East. 

It is important to caveat that there are some Chinese 
and Russian actions and investments in the Middle East 
that may threaten a key U.S. interest and therefore may 
merit a U.S. response. For example, Russia’s intervention 
in Syria provides it with the capacity to sow instability 
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that could lead to terror attacks on the United States 
and its European allies. Similarly, Chinese investment 
in the Israeli or other regional technology sectors, 
which could lead to China extracting such technology 
for its purposes or exporting its authoritarian model of 
governance in parts of the Middle East, is also an issue 
that require U.S. attention. Also at issue are examples 
of China selling arms to U.S. partners and gaining 
access to U.S. military technology, or purchasing 
sole ports rights to deep-water ports ostensibly for 
commercial means, but that could be used in a poten-
tial future conflict. These examples represent real 
challenges to U.S. interests. However, not all Chinese 
and Russian activities and investments require a U.S. 
response, particularly a military response, and indeed 
none of these examples necessarily requires a major 
U.S. military investment. Overall, the United States will 
need to evaluate these issues on a case-by-case basis.

U.S. Objectives
Based on the interests outlined above, this report 
outlines six objectives for U.S. policy. The first four 
objectives have a significant military component. The 
final two objectives, which focus on better gover-
nance and regional de-escalation, are achieved almost 
entirely through diplomacy, assistance, and economic 
statecraft.70 However, these objectives still need to 
be taken into account when devising a U.S. military 
strategy for the region to ensure that military activities 
do not inadvertently undermine them. 

Objective 1: Disrupt and degrade the capabilities of 
terror networks that have the potential to threaten the 
United States and its allies. 

Given the importance of preventing terrorist attacks 
on the United States and its allies, one immediate 
objective is to simply disrupt and degrade these 
networks where they already exist, either unilaterally 
or preferably in cooperation with allied or regional 
partners.

Objective 2: Limit costly military engagement in  
the Middle East. 

While the United States certainly has important 
interests in the Middle East, none of those interests 
are existential enough to supersede U.S. interests 
elsewhere. They are not as vital as preserving the 
international global system in the face of near-peer 
competitor China pursing an authoritarian form of 

governance. They also may not be as vital as some of the 
long-term global transnational challenges the United 
States faces, such as climate change and global health. 
Therefore, a top U.S. objective in the region must be 
to use military power in the Middle East only when 
necessary and to avoid costly and lengthy military entan-
glements that stretch U.S. resources that could be more 
strategically deployed elsewhere. This objective must 
be accounted for when making any decision about U.S. 
military deployments and posture in the Middle East.

Objective 3: Prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear 
weapons.

 A nuclear Iran presents significant challenges for U.S. 
interests in the Middle East. The United States thus far 
has primarily used diplomatic engagement and economic 
pressure to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear 
weapon. However, military deterrence also has been part 
of this equation, and the United States must maintain the 
capacity to destroy as much of Iran’s nuclear capability 
as possible, both to create a credible deterrent and to 
have that option available in a future contingency.

Objective 4: Secure key waterways in the region that are 
essential crossroads for international commerce. 

Preserving this objective, especially with regards to 
facilitating global trade, requires managing a number of 
challenges in the Middle East. These include the chal-
lenge posed by Iran’s naval capabilities, particularly 
as they pertain to the Strait of Hormuz, and offensive 
mining by Iran and its proxy groups in the Persian Gulf, 
the Red Sea, Bab el-Mandeb, and the Arabian Sea. These 
waterways are part of the global commons, so this objec-
tive should not fall to the United States alone or even 
primarily, as many U.S. allies and partners also have an 
interest in preserving freedom of navigation in and the 
free flow of commerce through the Middle East.

A top U.S. objective in the 
region must be to use military 
power in the Middle East only 
when necessary and to avoid 
costly and lengthy military 
entanglements that stretch 
U.S. resources that could be 
more strategically deployed 
elsewhere.
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Objective 5: Encourage and support governance models 
that are more responsive to the people of the region and 
that also provide greater long-term stability. 

According to Freedom House, the Middle East is the 
least free region in the world.71 This should not drive the 
United States to pursue a democratization-and-reform 
agenda in the Middle East, nor should it fuel inter-
ventions. However, this lack of freedom, widespread 
corruption, and scarcity of economic opportunity 
create conditions that have knock-on effects, which can 
threaten many of the key U.S. interests in the region to 
include protecting the homeland and allies from ter-
rorist attacks. The subsequent regional interventions 
and competition have exacerbated tensions, and spurred 
proxy wars by various actors, bringing proliferation risks 
to the forefront. 

Encouraging more stable and responsive governance 
must continue to be a key objective for the United 
States in the Middle East. But this objective cannot be 
achieved primarily through military means, requires 
economic and diplomatic tools, and also must recognize 
that the United States has limited capacity to actualize 
this objective on its own. However, what is critical 
when developing a U.S. military strategy for the region 
is that the United States attempts to the extent possible 
to avoid military approaches that actively undermine 
this objective. 

Objective 6: Contain and reduce the level of state-on-state 
security competition, especially when it manifests itself in 
destabilizing expeditionary military interventions by the 
region’s key actors. 

Another source of instability in the Middle East has 
been intense state-on-state competition with numerous 
countries including Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Egypt, Qatar, Turkey, and Israel, as well as 
outside actors like Russia, intervening in various con-
flicts. This competition has dramatically exacerbated 
the region’s civil wars as multiple state and non-state 
interventions have turned small conflicts into proxy 
wars and created gaps that have sometimes been filled by 
terrorist groups. Such rivalries have threatened commer-
cial shipping, freedom of navigation, and global trade. 
Moreover, this intensified regional competition also 
has spilled into the nuclear arena. Given the risks state 
competition poses to U.S. interests, this objective must 
be factored in as U.S. force presence can act both as an 
effective deterrent and reassurance mechanism but also 
sometimes can exacerbate regional competition.72

Necessary U.S. Military Activities  
in the Middle East 

merican interests and concomitant objectives 
in the Middle East must translate into military 
activities. U.S. troops are currently deployed in 

support of ongoing military operations against ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria. They also are deployed under the banner 
of lesser-known operations such as Operation Spartan 
Shield.73 U.S. forces also undertake a range of peacetime 
activities, ranging from force protection to security coop-
eration. Many of these activities—in particular security 
cooperation activities—are intended to build relations 
with and reassure regional partners. They also serve as 
a rationale for U.S. presence, which is intended to deter 
Iran and other actors.

In recent years, the U.S. peacetime footprint in the 
region has grown. U.S. presence at its own major oper-
ating bases remains high based on an expanded range of 
activities and rate of military exercises. Such presence 
often has been demanded by partner nations nervous 
about what they view as fickle U.S. commitments to 
their security. This raises the question of whether such 
presence and activities are tied to operational objec-
tives, or merely an unclear strategic goal of reassurance. 
Instead, U.S. military activities in the Middle East should 
be more clearly linked to strategic and operational 
objectives that protect U.S. interests. In turn, under-
standing the key activities the U.S. military may be called 
on to execute helps identify the forces and capabilities 
required to carry out these missions. This is key to right-
sizing U.S. force presence and activities and creating a 
smarter posture in the region that can meet strategic 
objectives. In this section we outline the key military 
activities that the United States should continue to 
conduct in the Middle East.

Countering Terrorism 
Since 9/11, the United States has justified broad and often 
expensive activities under the auspices of countering 
terrorism. These efforts have included the deploy-
ment of technologically advanced weapons that are 
not necessarily the most effective tools for countering 
a low intensity threat. They also have included con-
ducting extensive counterinsurgency operations with 
large deployments of U.S. personnel or attempting to 
rebuild and train large militaries in places such as Iraq.74 
Security cooperation efforts intended to build partner 
capabilities in places such as Saudi Arabia or Egypt often 
have focused on building general purpose forces and 
conventional capabilities as opposed to low intensity 
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warfare, particularly as counterterrorism responsi-
bilities often reside with state security services and 
other parallel and overlapping praetorian forces. 
Most of the broad-based security cooperation efforts 
have emphasized building partner militaries in the 
U.S. military’s likeness, and have failed to produce 
effective militaries, let alone forces with sufficient 
counterterrorism capabilities. All, however, have 
required intense U.S. attention and bandwidth, as 
well as personnel. 

Given the more limited objectives defined under 
this interest in the previous chapter, U.S. military 
activities should focus more narrowly on training, 
advising, and assisting capable partner forces to 
conduct counterterrorism missions while also main-
taining the ability to unilaterally eliminate high value 
terrorist targets when necessary. 

Part of this effort also requires narrowing how 
to prioritize both foreign military sales and foreign 
military financing. In many instances, such as in 
Jordan and Egypt, the United States has provided 
significant conventional capabilities such as strike 
aircraft or tanks that are costly, but less relevant to the 
counterterrorism mission set. These efforts need to be 
more narrowly scoped and prioritized. In the case of 
other partners who do not receive security assistance, 
developing effective counterterrorism capabilities 
should still remain a priority for U.S. military engage-
ment. As such, the United States may focus on training 
elite forces within larger partner militaries. These 
focused efforts to train and equip elite forces already 
have a track record of success and are critical to coun-
tering challenges the United States cares most about.75 

For example, in Iraq the Counter Terrorism Service 
(CTS), which received direct U.S. support and training 
from its very inception, remains an effective partner 
in the fight against the Islamic State, even as other 
local security agencies are significantly less effective.76 
The CTS was established and nurtured by the United 
States after the 2003 fall of Saddam Hussein’s govern-
ment and the subsequent U.S. occupation of Iraq. It is 
considered to be the most able Iraqi military unit and 
was relied on heavily to counter the ISIS threat, both 
independently and in conjunction with the U.S.-led 
coalition.77 Similarly, the Lebanese Maghawir, an elite 
special forces unit of the Lebanese Armed Forces, has 
benefited from U.S. training and assistance beginning 
in 2008. It gained valuable operational experience as 
part of U.S. efforts to counter ISIS in 2017 and has con-
tinued successfully to operate against terrorist threats 
in Lebanon.78

There are several important caveats to this approach. 
First, such efforts will be successful only if a force already 
has demonstrated a certain level of proficiency and legit-
imacy on the ground. What this cannot be is an artificial 
effort to try to create a large army from scratch where 
little political legitimacy exists—as the United States 
has tried before in Afghanistan and Iraq. Second, these 
efforts—like all security cooperation efforts—require 
long-term American commitment to improving battle-
field and high-end capabilities. Third, because the U.S. 
definition of counterterrorism is often quite different 
from that of its regional partners, the United States must 
try, to the greatest extent possible, to prevent the coun-
terterrorism capabilities being developed from being 
used as a tool of repression. Finally, especially in the case 
of working with local non-state actors, the aftermath of 
these conflicts has led to political stasis and the near de 
facto division of some of these states. However, at the 
time, those outcomes came at a relatively low cost for 
the United States, and they may have been better than 
the alternative of continuing to allow adversaries such as 
ISIS to hold significant territory from which they could 
plan and organize attacks.

A U.S. Army trainer watches an Iraqi recruit fire at a military base on 
April 12, 2015, in Taji, Iraq. Training elite counterterrorism and special 
operations forces should remain part of the limited mission set the 
United States pursues in the Middle East. (John Moore/Getty Images)
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While U.S. and partner counterterrorism efforts are 
often focused on non-state threats, state-sponsored 
terrorism also is a significant challenge. Iran’s support 
for its proxies in the Middle East and its willingness to 
support terrorism, including in past plots directed at 
the U.S. homeland, also may require counterterrorism 
efforts. However, as past plots such as the failed attempt 
to assassinate the Saudi ambassador at a Washington 
restaurant have shown, these threats need not be 
inflated. Iran possesses limited capabilities to conduct 
such attacks, suggesting that the risk of a significant suc-
cessful Iranian supported terrorist attack against the U.S. 
homeland remains low. 

Where Iran is much more effective is in conducting 
proxy attacks on U.S. forces deployed to the Middle East. 
Low level attacks, particularly with rockets and com-
mercial drones, are easy to pull off and relatively low 
cost for proxy groups. Such attacks not only threaten 
the security of U.S. service members, but they also are 
cost imposing as they require more force protection 
measures. Given the low cost, high reward nature of such 
attacks, they are difficult to deter and cannot be coun-
tered with major conventional force presence, nor most 
conventional capabilities. Demonstrations of force such 

as carrier strike group or bomber task force deployments 
are ineffective in deterring proxy attacks.79 Instead, a 
more effective tool for countering such attacks is to build 
up effective partner military forces that will impinge on 
proxy groups’ ability to operate freely. Indeed, the same 
capability that is required to counter terrorism from 
non-state extremists in the region—through the training 
of elite partner forces, as described earlier—is the tool 
that can be most effective in countering Iran-supported 
proxy attacks. 

Preventing Iran from Acquiring  
Nuclear Weapons 
Iran’s pursuit of a nuclear weapon poses a significant 
security risk to the United States. Therefore, the United 
States must be ready to delay, disrupt, and, if necessary, 
destroy much of Iran’s nuclear program.80 Iran may 
try to build a nuclear weapon covertly using the 
knowledge it has accumulated from its known program, 
which will likely take several years.81 If detected—and 
there is a strong likelihood that the United States or 
one of its allies would detect an Iranian decision to 
“sneak” to a bomb given the track record of detecting 
previous covert facilities at Natanz and Fordow—the 

On March 30, 2005, Iranian President Mohammad Khatami (center) visits a uranium conversion facility just outside the city of Isfahan. Preventing Iran 
from obtaining a nuclear weapon remains a U.S. priority in the Middle East. (Getty Images)
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United States would need to be prepared to act with 
surgical strikes to destroy much of Iran’s nuclear 
infrastructure. Another possibility is that Iran would 
use its known existing nuclear scenarios to “dash” 
to a nuclear weapon. However, this scenario is less 
likely than a covert move to a nuclear bomb, because 
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and 
Western intelligence agencies monitoring of Iran’s 
known nuclear facilities act as a deterrent for Iran to 
not use these facilities to “dash” to a nuclear weapon. 

In both of these facilities, there is no way to com-
pletely eradicate Iran’s nuclear program unless the 
United States were to eliminate all nuclear know-how 
and scientists in the country. Any strike on Iran’s nuclear 
program would provide only a temporary delay in the 
program and may require further strikes, especially 
as a U.S. attack may harden Iranian resolve to take the 
program deeper underground and more aggressively 
pursue nuclear weapons. 

However, the purpose of a military capability targeted 
to the objective of preventing an Iranian nuclear bomb 
is not just to be able to act in the case Iran chooses to 
develop to a nuclear weapon. Holding Iran’s nuclear 
program at risk also creates a credible deterrent today, 
which may dissuade Iran from pursuing a nuclear 
weapon in the future or give the United States greater 
leverage in negotiations on Iran’s nuclear program. 
Iran’s physical nuclear program is made up of a relatively 
discrete number of targets and does not require a signifi-
cant U.S. force posture in the Middle East. Indeed, some 
elements of such an operation can be stationed in other 
theaters and be prepared to move quickly into the region 
in the event of a contingency. 

A challenge directly related to Iran’s nuclear program 
is its missile capabilities. In recent years, Iran has 
sufficiently built up its arsenal of short-, medium-, and 
long-range ballistic missiles more capable of hitting 
U.S. bases in the Middle East.82 Tehran demonstrated 

the improvement of these missiles’ accuracy during 
the attack on al-Asad Air Base in January 2020, and 
the attack on Abqaiq and Khurais in September 2019.83 
Iran could respond to an attack on its nuclear program 
or another escalatory situation with the United States 
with a barrage aimed at U.S. personnel and bases in the 
region as well as Gulf infrastructure, as it did after the 
killing of Qasem Soleimani in January 2020. Iran was 
certainly willing to risk killing American forces when 
launching the missiles at Balad, Iraq, in 2020,84 but it also 
took some steps to signal and warn the United States, 
limiting the possibility of U.S. casualties and avoiding 
further escalation.85 As ballistic missile defense systems 
are low density, high demand assets, they are finite and 
already overstretched, making it unlikely that the United 
States could sufficiently cover all its current bases and 
facilities. This problem is likely to remain, suggesting 
a rethink of the U.S. basing architecture to reduce the 
number of potential targets and ensure the survivability 
of U.S. forces.

Ensuring Freedom of Navigation
The United States should continue to prioritize pre-
serving freedom of navigation in the Middle East, 
especially through key choke points that are crucial to 
global commerce. In the Middle East, the United States 
will need to work with international partners to monitor 
and secure the Suez Canal and Bab el-Mandeb and 
access from there to the Indian Ocean, which are vital 
to global trade. The Strait of Hormuz also remains a key 
choke point but is less critical to the United States than 
it once was, as the U.S. reliance on Middle Eastern oil 
exports decreases and as oil becomes a lesser priority 
in the overall global economy. Achieving this mission 
requires working closely with partners and allies as 
freedom of navigation is a global interest affecting key 
states in Europe and Asia; the mission involves activities 
such as freedom-of-navigation operations (FONOPs), 
maritime patrols, counter-mine measures, and generally 
maintaining some form of naval presence. The recent 
Suez Canal blockage caused by the Ever Given highlights 
how easily such events can occur and the importance 
of this interest. The incident caused ripple effects in 
global supply chains for several weeks. While this 
occurrence was accidental, it illustrates the importance 
of protecting the free flow of regional waterways from 
being militarized.86 

As the fastest maritime route connecting Europe to 
the Indian and Pacific oceans, the Suez accommodates 
approximately 12 percent of all goods transported via 
sea every year.87 This amounted to 1.2 billion tons of 

Holding Iran’s nuclear 
program at risk also creates 
a credible deterrent today, 
which may dissuade Iran 
from pursuing a nuclear 
weapon in the future or give 
the United States greater 
leverage in negotiations on 
Iran’s nuclear program.
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cargo and 19,000 ships in 2019. The Bab el-Mandeb, 
connecting the Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden and 
the Arabian Sea, is the other main choke point in the 
Middle East on this route. At its narrowest point, the 
Bab el-Mandeb is 18 miles wide, which limits traffic 
to two two-mile-wide channels for shipments.88 The 
strait sees 50 million tons of agricultural products pass 
through each year, as well as 6.2 million barrels of oil 
a day.89 The Bab el-Mandeb has been threatened in 
recent years with the ongoing conflict in Yemen, which 
has led to naval incidents between the Houthis—sup-
ported and armed by Iran—and Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. In 2016, a U.S. navy ship was 
targeted with a failed missile strike by Houthi forces 
in Yemen, resulting in a U.S. retaliation that destroyed 
three coastal radar sites. At the same time, there have 
been a number of attacks by Israel on Iranian ships 
and Iranian responses on Israeli shipping both in the 
Red Sea and around the Gulf of Oman. Instability in 
the Horn of Africa also has implications for passage 
through the Red Sea. In the future, instability, civil 
war, and lawlessness in some of the countries sur-
rounding the Bab el-Mandeb may continue to 
contribute to threats such as piracy or active attacks by 
some of the combatants in these conflicts such as the 
Houthis in Yemen. 

A greater U.S. maritime presence is unlikely to stop such 
events from occurring. However, these events do require 
U.S. strategic attention and emphasis on working with 
global partners on multilateral FONOPs in and around the 
Red Sea and Bab el-Mandeb to ensure there is no major 
threat to global trade. In this vein, the United States may 
choose to focus not only on routine FONOPs, but also 
undertake security cooperation activities intended to 
promote interoperability and enhance burden sharing. 

In addition to the Bab el Mandeb and Suez Canal, the 
United States still has an interest in the Strait of Hormuz, 
even though this choke point has become less important 
as U.S. dependence on oil has decreased. Iran has a suite 
of naval systems capable of limiting the flow of commerce 
through the Strait of Hormuz, including antiship cruise 
missiles, submarines, fast small boats, and mines.90 It has 
tested some of these same approaches in the waterways 
around Yemen. The U.S. posture in the region should 
include assets to monitor the Gulf, deter Iranian naval 
provocations that interfere with international shipping, 
counter Iranian actions, and reassure regional partners. 
However, it is necessary to rethink assumptions about 
how Iran might choose to act in the maritime domain in 
response to a U.S. strike on its nuclear program or another 
escalatory situation in order to determine how much risk 
the United States can assume. 

People watch as the container ship Ever Given is refloated, unblocking the Suez Canal on March 29, 2021, in Suez, Egypt. The incident impeded the free 
flow of commerce and had significant implications for international trade. (Mahmoud Khaled/Getty Images)
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An extreme event is an Iranian attempt to shut down 
all flow of traffic in the Strait of Hormuz. However, as 
of this writing, Iran exports most of its oil and other 
goods through the strait, so such a move would inflict 
great economic self-harm—a decision the cost of which 
the Iranian regime would have to calculate. Moreover, 
shutting down the strait, which would broadly threaten 
Middle Eastern oil supplies so critical to Chinese 
interests, would be likely to unify almost the entire inter-
national community in opposition to Iranian actions. For 
these reasons, the closure of the strait should be viewed 
as a “high-impact, low likelihood” event and should not 
drive U.S. naval posture in the region.

Based on previous patterns of behavior, Iran instead 
may seek to mine or attack individual ships as a tool to 
gain leverage and apply pressure on the United States 
and the Gulf states. This was precisely the approach used 
in 2019 and 2020 when Iran responded to the Trump 
administration’s maximum pressure campaign with a 
series of mining attacks meant to signal to its neighbors 
and to the United States that if they insisted on targeting 
Iran’s oil exports with sanctions, then Iran had the 
capacity to interfere with Gulf oil shipping. Deterring 
these types of actions requires some level of persistent 
U.S. naval presence working closely with other interna-
tional partners to monitor Iranian activities at sensitive 
choke points. But it also is important to remember that 
these actions by Iran had only a small and temporary 
impact on global oil prices.91 Thus, the bottom line when 
it comes to dealing with Iranian naval threats is that the 
United States still needs to be prepared to monitor and 
respond, but it can afford to take on more risk than it has 
in the past. 

aving assessed the most pressing and important 
U.S. military activities in the Middle East—coun-
tering terrorism, preventing Iran from obtaining a 

nuclear weapon, and ensuring freedom of navigation—we 
now identify the military capabilities required to fulfill 
these missions as well as implications for U.S. force 
posture. This, in turn, provides a better understanding 
of the forces and capabilities genuinely required in the 
Middle East and enables us to make recommendations 
about how U.S. posture may be changed in the region

This research focuses on a subset of military activities 
and capabilities, which almost always require enablers. 
Such enablers include logistics, maintenance, and intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets, and 
contribute to the U.S. footprint. Some of these enablers 
are included in the discussion of capabilities related to 
the key missions, but are not emphasized in each section.

Similarly, even with reductions in U.S. posture in the 
Middle East, the United States will maintain some form 
of presence. While this report identifies some areas in 
which Washington might reduce its forces and capabili-
ties, and how it might choose to revise its posture, it also 
emphasizes that the United States will need to retain the 
ability to surge in case of a major contingency.92 There are 
instances where revisions to the U.S. footprint require 
the retention of capabilities or infrastructure to support 
such a surge, but these are not central to each section.

Forces, Capabilities, and Posture Required  
to Counter Terrorism
There are two essential military activities required to 
counter terrorism in and emanating from the Middle 
East, with the aim to protect the U.S. homeland. These 
activities are:

 ¡ Disrupt and degrade terror networks that threaten the 
U.S. homeland and allies.

 ¡ Build and maintain partner capacity to develop 
high-end counterterrorism forces.

DISRUPT AND DEGRADE TERROR NETWORKS 
Perhaps most importantly, the United States needs to 
maintain the ability to directly disrupt and degrade 
terrorist networks that threaten the United States and 
its allies. However, this is not necessarily the domain of 
conventional military forces; rather, such activities are 
best left to special operations forces and other elements 

The U.S. posture in the 
region should include 
assets to monitor the 
Gulf, deter Iranian naval 
provocations that interfere 
with international shipping, 
counter Iranian actions, and 
reassure regional partners.

Necessary U.S. Military Forces,  
Capabilities, and Posture in  
the Middle East
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of the intelligence enterprise. Intelligence activities may 
extend far beyond the security remit and focus on other 
instruments of power, such as finances and information 
operations.93 The most common military tool to disrupt 
and degrade networks is strikes on nodes within ter-
rorist networks, often referred to as high value targets. 

There is a range of conventional military activities 
that buttress SOF strikes on high value targets. These 
include ISR assets for target development and autho-
rization and aerial refueling by regionally based tanker 
aircraft to facilitate transit and strike operations. Under 
the security cooperation activities above, SOFs may 
work with partners on developing a robust intelligence 
network that enables the use of human intelligence that 
may originate from a partner network. 

However, as operations against ISIS have demon-
strated, regional strike assets may be called on to 
conduct airstrikes against terror networks. These too 
would require ISR and refueling. U.S. air operations 
against ISIS and other terrorist groups have long relied 
on air bases in the 
Gulf and Levant to be 
able to conduct such 
strikes at a moment’s 
notice. But this 
requirement does 
not mean necessarily 
keeping squadrons of 
fixed wing aircraft on 
the ground. One option is to switch to a smaller armed 
overwatch mission relying on SOF aircraft. While this 
enables a lighter footprint, SOF aircraft marshal less 
firepower than conventional strike assets. Moreover, U.S. 
special forces are currently suffering from overstretch, 
and an additional mission may further exacerbate 
existing readiness problems. Another option is to rely 
more heavily on UAVs and other unmanned assets for 
overwatch and targeting, enabling a light footprint 
approach as the United States has piloted in the U.S. 
Africa Command AOR. This approach may prove to be 
a useful model, although the terrorism challenges in 
the Middle East may be higher and require more finite 
resources. Additionally, as the United States seeks to 
reduce its presence in the Middle East, it may consider 
how to better leverage military assets based else-
where—particularly those that reside in other combatant 
command AORs. Depending on the location of the oper-
ations against the terror network, candidates for basing 
may include strike aircraft already forward deployed 
in Europe or in the Eastern Mediterranean, to include 
Greece, Cyprus, or Turkey. 

BUILD PARTNER CAPACITY FOR ELITE 
COUNTERTERRORISM FORCES
Building partner capacity, particularly in the military 
domain, is a long-term endeavor and one that requires 
presence in some form.94 However, that does not mean 
permanent presence, but rather persistent engage-
ment. Building effective, high end counterterrorism 
forces in some Middle Eastern countries requires 
security cooperation activities like joint training and 
exercises. This necessitates a rotational presence of 
U.S. forces, particularly SOFs, and associated capa-
bilities to fulfill these activities. Building an effective 
partner counterterrorism force also may require 
the development of a robust intelligence enterprise, 
which may involve U.S. military and civilian support 
and greater intelligence sharing by the United States. 
The United States should prioritize working with 
countries that already have capable counterterrorism 
forces to ensure they continue to maintain those capa-
bilities or seek to improve them in places such as Iraq, 

Jordan, Lebanon, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and the United Arab 
Emirates. Critically, 
these activities 
must be narrowly 
scoped, instead 
of leveraging the 
objective of coun-

tering terrorism as the rationale for every building 
partnership capacity activity. Instead of focusing 
on efforts to stand up and improve large national 
militaries in the U.S. military’s likeness, which has 
been the long-standing U.S. approach to security 
cooperation, the priority should be on training small 
elite forces, where the United States has been much 
more successful. 

Importantly, these capabilities are also effective 
in defending against Iranian proxy attacks on U.S. 
forces deployed to the Middle East by disrupting the 
proxy networks. Such an approach is more effective 
in countering Iranian proxy groups than demonstra-
tions of conventional military capability, which are 
the wrong tool to deter Iranian proxies. Because these 
groups rely on asymmetry of time lines, responses, 
and actions, the recent approach of sending a carrier 
strike group to the 5th Fleet AOR or deploying a 
bomber task force in response to proxy aggression is 
not well suited.95 These actions actually run the risk of 
being cost imposing over time, particularly given the 
financial and readiness costs to deploy both.96 

Instead of focusing on efforts to 
stand up and improve large national 
militaries in the U.S. military’s likeness, 
the priority should be on training small 
elite forces, where the United States 
has been much more successful.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR U.S. POSTURE 
For years, countering terrorist and insurgent groups 
has provided the rationale for a large U.S. ground force 
presence in the Middle East. The military activities laid out 
and the capabilities associated with them demonstrate that 
the United States could fulfill its top interest of protecting 
the U.S. homeland from terrorist attack with a smaller 
footprint. In light of this, there are significant reductions 
in U.S. posture—particularly its ground force posture—that 
can be pursued.

U.S. facilities across the region, which originally served 
to facilitate U.S. operations in Iraq, can be closed and 
their assets consolidated at other bases in or outside of 
the Middle East. These may include arms depots and 
logistics facilities, or small bases intended to house U.S. 
ground forces and supplies. Recent U.S. base closures in 
Qatar provide a useful example for the types of facilities 
that are no longer required, and how consolidation could 
occur.97 The intent, however, is not to further bloat major 
operating bases. 

With this in mind, presence at Camp Arifjan in Kuwait, 
which serves as the U.S. Army’s largest base in the Middle 
East and the locus of its operations in Iraq, can be reduced. 
A smaller U.S. presence focused on logistics, maintenance, 
and the security cooperation activities detailed above 

would be sufficient. To hedge against future contingencies 
that could require significant ground power, the U.S. could 
pre-position equipment that it could not swiftly bring into 
theater, aligned with the range of threats it could face. This 
would require an upgrade of the current U.S. Army pre-posi-
tion stocks currently located in the Middle East, but should 
not require expanding those stocks.98

Moreover, the United States can think smartly about how 
to maximize its smaller force presence. For example, instead 
of Task Force Spartan—a rotational active Army and Army 
National Guard force earmarked for the Middle East—being 
viewed as extra combat boots on the ground as they have 
in places like Iraq and Syria, they could be assigned to 
conduct security cooperation activities that build partner 
counterterrorism forces. In doing so, this would change 
the types of units deployed as Task Force Spartan, as the 
United States would no longer require the task force to be 
a Brigade Combat Team (BCT), which comprises approxi-
mately 4,000 soldiers and has significant firepower. Thus, 
the United States would reduce its ground force presence in 
the region by a BCT.99

Additionally, the United States may be able to limit 
strike aircraft based in the region as it instead emphasizes 
SOF aircraft and unmanned assets. Should conventional 
strike aircraft be required to supplement these capabilities, 

TABLE 2: FORCES, CAPABILITIES, AND POSTURE REQUIRED TO COUNTER TERRORISM

Interest  ¡ Defend and protect the U.S. homeland, American citizens, and U.S. allies from terrorist attacks.

Objectives  ¡ Disrupt and degrade the capabilities of terror networks that have the potential to threaten the 
United States and its allies.

Activities  ¡ Disrupt and degrade Salafi-jihadist terror networks and Iranian proxy groups.
 ¡ Build and maintain partner capacity to develop high end counterterror forces.

Capabilities  ¡ Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
 ¡ Robust intelligence networks for targeting
 ¡ Primarily light special operations forces (SOF) aircraft or UAVs to support strike operations and 
conduct overwatch

 ¡ Small number of SOFs on a rotational basis
 ¡ Rotational deployments for security cooperation and training.

Implications for 
Posture

 ¡ Close small ground force facilities that originally served to facilitate U.S. operations in Iraq.
 ¡ Maintain a smaller presence focused on logistics, maintenance, intelligence, and security 
cooperation.

 ¡ Reduce the requirements for strike aircraft in the region and leverage strike assets based in 
other combatant commands.

 ¡ Reduce U.S. ground presence by a brigade combat team.
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the United States may be able to leverage assets based 
outside the AOR. This may allow for reductions of 
capabilities and personnel at major U.S. air bases. Table 
2 displays the forces, capabilities, and posture required 
to counter terrorism.

Forces, Capabilities, and Posture Required to 
Prevent Iran from Obtaining a Nuclear Weapon
The essential military activity required to prevent Iran 
from obtaining a nuclear weapon is the ability to conduct 
a strike on Iran’s nuclear program if needed. This does 
not mean that the authors are advocating for a military 
strike, but rather for possession of the capacity to hold 
Iran’s nuclear program at risk and use that capability 
to deter an Iranian decision to move toward a nuclear 
weapon. In addition, we also identified three other 
military activities associated with the challenges posed 
by Iran. These are to provide force protection for U.S. 
military forces in the region against Iranian missile 
capabilities, ensure freedom of navigation, which will 
be discussed in greater detail in the next section, and 
to counter Iranian terrorism, which was described 
in the previous section. 

STRIKING IRAN’S NUCLEAR PROGRAM 
The United States needs to retain the ability to hold 
Iran’s nuclear program at risk in order to deter Iran 

from building a nuclear weapon or be prepared to stop 
an Iranian move toward a nuclear weapon should it be 
detected. Should Iran either use its existing nuclear 
facilities to “dash” to a nuclear weapon or if the United 
States detects new clandestine nuclear facilities that Iran 
is using to “sneak” to a nuclear bomb, the United States 
must be prepared to destroy as much of Iran’s nuclear 
infrastructure as possible—both immediately and in 
the future to continually degrade the Iranian nuclear 
program. To hold Iran’s nuclear program at risk, the 
United States needs to maintain its intelligence networks, 
to include ISR assets as necessary—not just aircraft but 
also UAVs and satellites—to monitor Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties. It also requires the United States to make Iran aware 
of U.S. global strike capabilities at the ready, providing 
Washington with the ability to swiftly conduct a strike 
operation on Iranian facilities and thus deter an Iranian 
move toward a nuclear weapon in the first place.

Credibly threatening Iran’s nuclear program requires 
the capability to strike heavily fortified facilities such 
as Fordow— an underground nuclear facility built into 
a mountain that Iran attempted to build secretly; it was 
publicly uncovered by Western intelligence agencies in 
2009. If Iran were to build other covert facilities, they 
likely would be similarly fortified. To date, the Massive 
Ordnance Penetrator (MOP) remains the United States' 
most effective bomb that can potentially threaten 

At al-Udeid’s 379th Air Expeditionary Wing on December 30, 2002, U.S. personnel replace a 50,000-gallon fuel bladder in support of Operation Enduring 
Freedom. The requirement to support operations in Afghanistan and Iraq has led to a large U.S. base network across the Middle East. (Cherie A. Thurlby/
USAF/Getty Images)
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these types of facilities.100 According to press reports, 
the MOP can be carried only by heavy bombers, spe-
cifically the B-2.101 Bombers carrying the MOP would 
need to be accompanied by strike aircraft capable of 
suppressing Iranian air defenses to reduce risks to 
the bomber aircraft.102

In almost all potential scenarios, the United States 
likely would retain advance warning and thus have time 
to prepare for a strike. It likely would take Iran a few 
years to clandestinely build an alternative facility for pro-
ducing highly enriched uranium and a nuclear weapon.103 

The United States and its allies likely would detect such 
an effort long before its completion, as it did in the case 
of Fordow and Natanz. If Iran were to use its known 
facilities at Natanz or Fordow to try to “dash” to a nuclear 
weapon, it likely would have to kick out IAEA inspec-
tors and stop cooperation with nearly all monitoring of 
its nuclear program, setting off alarm bells that would 
give the United States weeks to respond. In a worst-case 
scenario, a nuclear weapon could be presented by Iran as 
a fait accompli as North Korea did when it went nuclear. 
Another worst-case but low probability scenario is one 
where a secret Iranian facility is discovered by the United 
States just days before Iran produces a nuclear weapon. 

This provides flexibility to not necessarily base the 
assets required to conduct a strike on Iran’s nuclear 
program in the Middle East or even in nearby theaters. 
Indeed, there is no facility in the Middle East where a 
B-2 could even be deployed. Thus, the majority of a strike 
package that the United States would require to mean-
ingfully set back Iran’s nuclear program would not need 
to be based in the Middle East itself. Instead, the United 
States should base minimal strike aircraft in the region 
in order to send a credible deterrent message to Iran and 
hold its nuclear program at risk, rather than a close-to-
complete strike package. 

PROVIDING FORCE PROTECTION  
AGAINST MISSILE ATTACK
While the threat from advancing missile technology 
in the region may come from additional sources in the 
future, the current and near-term threat originates with 
Iran’s missile capabilities and missile proliferation. To 
counter Iranian missile attacks, the United States may 
require ISR to monitor the threat and ballistic missile 
defense assets (BMD) in the region. However, BMD capa-
bilities are high demand, low density assets, meaning 
they are finite assets that run the risk of global over-
stretch.104 Given the risks to U.S. forces and diplomats, 
some BMD capabilities and their associated units should 
remain in the Middle East on a rotational basis. Such 

assets and forces should be positioned at bases at greatest 
risk, and where there is the greatest mass. Where 
possible, such BMD assets should be drawn down—as 
is reportedly in progress—from areas where the threat 
is not currently high.105 Additional base consolidations 
may make this plan more feasible and require less BMD 
coverage. Moreover, proxies have used low cost drones 
in attacks on U.S. bases. Countering those drones may 
require counter-unmanned aerial systems technologies 
that employ jamming, spoofing, and leverage to neu-
tralize the threat.106

Force protection not only focuses on protecting U.S. 
personnel, but also capabilities and required infrastruc-
ture.107 Currently, Iran’s arsenal of ballistic and cruise 
missiles, use of UAVs, and leveraging of forward-based 
proxy organizations pose a threat to U.S. capabilities 
located in the Middle East, as Iran could choose to 
destroy BMD or unsheltered air assets that the United 
States cannot quickly replace, or degrade critical infra-
structure to render it unusable by, for example, cratering 
runways. This would impede the U.S. military’s ability 
to operate from regional bases in the case of a contin-
gency. In particular, U.S. bases located in the Gulf, hich 
comprise some of the largest bases with several critical 
capabilities, are within range of Iranian missiles, drones, 
and proxies.108

While BMD assets may help offset this threat, the 
finite number of assets are in high demand and con-
strained by competing global requirements—including in 
regions such as Europe and the Indo-Pacific. Therefore, 

On February 4, 2003, at Camp Arifjan, Kuwait, U.S. Army Specialist 
Brandon Sapikowski checks a Patriot Missile Launch Station. The United 
States has deployed significant ballistic missile defense assets to the 
Middle East causing shortfalls elsewhere around the world. (Quinton T. 
Burris/USAF/Getty Images)
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other solutions to the Iranian threat to U.S. capabilities 
are required. Dispersal basing—where mobile aircraft 
and other capabilities move to bases located outside of 
Iranian missile range, gives the United States more time 
to take defensive countermeasures in case of attack. 
Such bases include Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan or 
Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia. Alternative bases 
may include those located outside of the CENTCOM 
AOR, although dispersal to these locations may require 
additional aerial refueling capabilities. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR POSTURE 
For an Iran nuclear contingency, given that in most 
scenarios U.S. decision makers will be able to have a 
fair amount of control over when and if to strike, the 
bomber capabilities required to strike Iran’s nuclear 
program likely will remain outside of the Middle East.109 

The viability of such plans are dependent on whether 
any countries are willing to provide the United States 
with permission to launch such strikes from their soil, 
or provide overflight depending on the flight path.110 

The sensitivities surrounding access—to include fear 
of Iranian blowback for countries’ facilitation of U.S. 
strikes—is an important consideration and further 
suggests that bombers and other elements of the strike 
package should be based outside of the Middle East. As 
previously discussed, some mix of strike aircraft should 
remain in the region as a credible deterrent.

There are more pronounced posture implications 
regarding Iran’s missile capabilities, which have driven 
the need for greater force protection mechanisms. The 
military capabilities laid out are insufficient to deal 
with the threat posed by Iranian missiles to U.S. bases 
located in the Gulf, which are located well within range 
of Iran’s worst threat rings. While BMD assets should 
remain at the most densely populated U.S. bases, there 
are insufficient amounts of BMD to cover every base 
and still meet global demands. Dispersal may provide a 
way to mitigate risks to key U.S. capabilities and involve 
dispersing mobile assets like aircraft to bases outside 
of Iranian missile range, including bases located in 
other COCOM AORs. 

TABLE 3: FORCES, CAPABILITIES, AND POSTURE REQUIRED TO COUNTER IRAN’S NUCLEAR 
PROGRAM AND MISSILE CAPABILITIES

Interest  ¡ Prevent nuclear proliferation.

Objectives  ¡ Prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons.

Activities  ¡ Be prepared to deter, delay, disrupt, and if necessary, destroy much of Iran’s nuclear 
program.

 ¡ Build and maintain partner capacity to develop high end  
counterterror forces.

 ¡ Provide force protection against missile attacks.

Capabilities  ¡ Robust intelligence networks (space and human intelligence)
 ¡ Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance assets
 ¡ Strike aircraft
 ¡ B-2s equipped with a Massive Ordnance Penetrator based outside theater
 ¡ Ballistic missile defense
 ¡ Counter-unmanned aerial systems technologies.

Implications for 
Posture

 ¡ Maintain smaller footprint of strike aircraft to hold Iran’s nuclear program at risk.
 ¡ Base bombers outside the Middle East for a strike on the nuclear program or a larger 
contingency. 

 ¡ Reduce footprint at major air bases located within range of Iranian missiles.
 ¡ Pursue access for regional dispersal operations, as well as dispersal bases outside 
CENTCOM.

 ¡ Develop a distributed basing architecture, requiring access to and the development 
of infrastructure at smaller bases further away from Iran. 
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To produce a more lasting solution that not only 
reduces risks to U.S. capabilities but also forces, the 
United States should consider embracing a more dis-
tributed basing architecture.111 This would involve either 
developing smaller, more austere facilities located 
farther away from Iranian missile range, or negotiating 
access to host nation bases that fit U.S. requirements.112 

The United States should continue to host U.S. forces 
at existing bases farther away from Iranian territory, 
such as Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan and Prince 
Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia. Such bases can provide 
strategic depth in case air assets located at more easily 
threatened bases in the Gulf, such as al-Udeid Air Base 
and al-Dhafra Air Base, need to disperse to mitigate 
the missile threat. Shifting to a more distributed basing 
structure—in addition to the reduction of conventional 
strike assets currently required to address a potential 
Iran contingency—suggests that the U.S. footprint at 
these two major operating bases can be reduced. 

The development of a layered and distributed basing 
network would enhance the security of U.S. forces and 
the survivability of U.S. capabilities, while reducing the 
attractiveness of U.S. bases as targets. The answer to 
defending against Iranian missile strikes is not nec-
essarily more assets, which just creates more targets. 
Instead, the smarter approach would be to rethink U.S. 
basing architecture and create a smaller, more diffuse 
network of bases in the region that limit the number 
of targets for Iran, while still allowing the U.S. to surge 
forces in the region if desired.113 Though this may seem 
initially like increasing the U.S. footprint in the Middle 
East, it should be thought of instead as a redesign of the 
basing architecture that does not require more capabili-
ties or presence. Distributed basing, when coupled with 
base consolidations, provides a reasonable approach to 
a slimmed down U.S. footprint. Table 3 illustrates the 
discussed forces, capabilities, and posture required to 
counter Iran’s nuclear program and missile capabilities.

Forces, Capabilities, and Posture Required  
to Ensure Freedom of Navigation
The report identified three essential military activi-
ties required to ensure freedom of navigation in the 
Middle East: 

 ¡ Conduct air and sea patrols to keep maritime choke-
points open.

 ¡ Conduct countermine operations.

 ¡ Enhance security cooperation to promote bur-
den-sharing in the naval arena.

CONDUCT AIR AND SEA PATROLS  
TO KEEP MARITIME CHOKEPOINTS OPEN
FONOPs are demonstrations of maritime capability 
to counter what the United States views as “excessive 
maritime claims” to restrict navigation and overflight.114 

FONOPs are pre-planned, routine demonstrations of U.S. 
naval power and safe transit that often take place in the 
5th Fleet AOR. Outside of the deterrent value of legally 
declared FONOPs, the United States expends significant 
resources and efforts to patrol the air and sea in and 
around critical maritime choke points such as the Suez 
Canal, Strait of Hormuz, Bab el-Mandeb, and the key 
waterways around them—several areas that are con-
tested by Iran and its proxy groups.

Recent U.S. maritime activities in these choke points 
have relied on carrier strike groups (CSG), a forma-
tion comprised of a U.S. aircraft carrier and several 
accompanying ships and maritime patrol aircraft, or an 
amphibious ready group (ARG) to conduct these oper-
ations.115 While perhaps the strongest demonstration of 
U.S. naval power, using a CSG or ARG for such activities 
appears excessive and has not sufficiently deterred Iran 
and its proxies from maritime attacks. Moreover, the use 
of large surface ships has only served to further degrade 
U.S. naval readiness.116 

However, maritime presence is important to keeping 
these critical waterways open. As such, the United States 
can consider different configurations to conduct these 
operations, leveraging destroyers and frigates accompa-
nied by maritime patrol aircraft and ISR. Such maritime 
patrols should occur in areas where Iran and its proxies 
are most flagrantly threatening the free flow of shipping 
and transit. While naval presence alone has not proven to 
be a sufficient deterrent, some form of presence in com-
bination with “eyes on” through ISR will improve U.S. 
situational awareness and enable Washington to respond 
(if needed) to potential attacks. Additionally, Washington 
should consider cooperating with other high end naval 
partners who also have vested interest in ensuring the 
free flow of commerce to conduct joint maritime patrols, 
or back-to-back operations to provide greater coverage.117 

The aim would be to reduce the burden on the United 
States, therefore requiring less naval presence over time. 

CONDUCT COUNTERMINE OPERATIONS
Iranian proxies have used naval mines to attack oil 
tankers and other ships operating in the region. This, 
in conjunction with a low likelihood, high consequence 
scenario in which Iran seeks to close the Strait of 
Hormuz by using offensive naval mining, require coun-
termine measures. The United States has a finite number 
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of aging minesweepers with limited capabilities and 
availability, given the global demands.118 This suggests 
the need for the United States to look to its partners—in 
particular European nations with minesweepers—to 
take on this responsibility and use their countermine 
measures.119 Washington can enable such operations by 
providing intelligence to such partners about potential 
mine threats, leveraging ISR assets.

ENHANCE SECURITY COOPERATION  
TO PROMOTE BURDEN SHARING
The United States has conducted sizable maritime 
security cooperation activities with regional states in 
the Middle East, to include cooperating on a number 
of task forces aimed at issues such as counterterrorism 
and counter-piracy. These have failed to bear fruit as no 
single Middle Eastern country has become a naval power 
capable of ensuring freedom of navigation in contested 
waters. However, the free flow of commerce and transit 
is a global good, meaning that there are external powers 
other than the United States with vested interests in 
ensuring freedom of navigation. The United States 
should look to enhance maritime security cooperation 
with these capable nations, particularly European and 
Asian countries, with an eye toward burden sharing. 

There are preexisting forums for such cooperation, 
such as the multinational task forces addressing issues 
like maritime security in the region and counterpiracy 

housed under the banner of the Combined Maritime 
Forces located in Bahrain. These should be leveraged 
appropriately, rather than creating redundant institu-
tions. Indeed, previous efforts have resulted in partners 
working at cross purposes, rather than promoting burden 
sharing.120 However, European partners in particular 
have taken an increased role in the maritime domain. 
With European and American policies toward Iran now 
more aligned under the Biden administration, it may 
be possible to bring these efforts together but also take 
advantage of the European initiative to have them take 
more of the lead. Moreover, given the greater reliance on 
Middle East energy by Asian partners, they possess moti-
vation to ensure safe passage through critical waterways. 

Over time, U.S. and partner joint or combined 
maritime patrols can transition to back-to-back patrols so 
the onus is not solely on the United States. Washington 
also should look to produce complementarity in tasks, 
so that high end partner nations can fulfill roles they are 
perhaps better suited to, such as countermine opera-
tions. Synchronizing activities and making better use of 
resources inevitably will improve regional security and 
reduce the operational burden on the United States.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POSTURE
The most significant implications for U.S. posture 
in the Middle East stemming from the reframing of 
U.S. maritime responsibilities is to end the unofficial 

TABLE 4: FORCES, CAPABILITIES, AND POSTURE REQUIRED TO ENSURE FREEDOM OF NAVIGATION

Interest  ¡ Ensure the freedom of navigation.

Objectives  ¡ Secure key waterways in the region that are essential crossroads for  
international commerce.

Activities  ¡ Conduct freedom-of-navigation operations.
 ¡ Conduct countermine operations.
 ¡ Enhance security cooperation to promote burden-sharing in the naval arena.

Capabilities  ¡ Destroyers 
 ¡ Frigates 
 ¡ Maritime patrol aircraft 
 ¡ Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance assets
 ¡ Minesweepers.

Implications for 
Posture

 ¡ End the unofficial policy of keeping a carrier strike group in the Middle East.
 ¡ Emphasize joint and multilateral maritime patrols with smaller U.S. naval assets. 
 ¡ Put a greater focus on the Suez Canal and Bab el-Mandeb than Strait of Hormuz.



@CNASDC

30

T
policy of retaining a carrier strike group in the Middle 
East. Doing so would have little overall impact on the 
balance of power in the Gulf and is not likely to affect 
Iran’s calculations about trying to mine the Strait of 
Hormuz. Freeing up a U.S. carrier in the Middle East 
would enable other operations around the globe or 
allow the U.S. Navy to recoup readiness. Instead, routine 
FONOPs in the 5th Fleet AOR could be conducted with 
alternate combinations of ships, such as destroyers, 
and not require a carrier presence. Table 4 depicts the 
forces, capabilities, and posture required to ensure the 
freedom of navigation.

Conclusion

he current U.S. impulse to right-size its presence 
in the Middle East is not only sound, but viable. 
This report lays out how the United States can 

actionably reduce its presence in the Middle East while 
still retaining the capabilities and posture required to 
preserve its interests, fulfill obligations to allies, and 
meet the pressing challenges it might face in years to 
come. The aim is for a smaller yet smarter U.S. presence 
in the Middle East more tied to important U.S. interests. 

A number of possible solutions have emerged from 
this analysis. For physical infrastructure, consolidating 
bases while developing a smaller and leaner distributed 
basing architecture appears to net the United States 
greater operational flexibility while reducing its sizable 
presence at major operating bases. As it is essential to 
retain the ability to surge in case of a major contingency, 
the United States will need to work closely with host 
nations to negotiate contingency access. While exploring 
basing options outside of the Middle East—whether at 
preexisting bases in Europe, the Eastern Mediterranean, 
or the Horn of Africa—may provide additional oper-
ational leverage, these are likely to be insufficient to 
sustain major operations, should such a contingency 
occur, and bureaucratically difficult.

Some capabilities required to fulfill the pressing 
military activities needed to secure U.S. interests were 
ubiquitous, such as ISR, which is a finite asset. This is 
not to advocate for obtaining more ISR assets, but rather 
to emphasize how essential certain capabilities are and 
the need to maximize existing resources. As such, it is 
worth looking at how to pool existing resources across 
the combatant commands to maximize these in-demand 
capabilities. This also extends to strike aircraft and naval 
assets that could be based outside the Middle East but 
would be leveraged for regional operations. Indeed, in 
the aftermath of the withdrawal from Afghanistan, many 
of these assets also will be necessary to support the over 
the horizon counterterrorism mission there. The trick, 
however, is ensuring that U.S. presence and capabilities 
in nearby areas, such as the Eastern Mediterranean and 
Horn of Africa, do not expand to support operations in 
the Middle East, or that the requirements in Afghanistan 
do not become the excuse to a maintain a large presence 
in the Middle East. 

These proposed changes are notional at best. To 
gain a better sense of the force levels the United States 
should have, where forces and capabilities should be 
based, and the laydown of U.S. military power in the 
Middle East, further analysis—to include wargaming a 

A NOTE ON CONTINGENCIES

While there are a number of ways that U.S. military 
operations and presence in the Middle East could 
change, the United States must retain the ability to 
surge in case of a major contingency. Retaining the 
capacity to surge has implications for capabilities, 
as quick reaction forces will need a suite of enablers 
including logistics, transportation, and pre-positioned 
equipment (as previously noted)—among other 
supporting elements. But more so, there are 
significant implications for U.S. revisions to posture. 

In cases where the United States chooses to 
consolidate bases, it is imperative that Washington 
retains the ability to operate from the bases it seeks 
to divest of in the future. Such bases would transition 
to control of the host nation, thus becoming a 
“warm” base where the United States maintains 
contingency access. Washington needs to ensure 
that this contingency access remains, and that the 
host nation maintains upkeep of the base to facilitate 
future U.S. operations if needed. 
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range of scenarios—is required. Moreover, the solutions 
suggested, such as basing outside the region or altering 
the physical basing architecture in the region, are cost 
agnostic and likely come with a heavy sunk cost—at least 
at the beginning. To that end, continued examination of 
how to produce a sustainable U.S. presence in the Middle 
East is needed. 

Implementing such changes will be difficult and will 
not occur overnight. Swift and sudden changes to posture 
are more likely to produce instability and damage rela-
tionships, as the Trump administration found during its 
later reversed withdrawal for U.S. forces from Syria.

Bases are sunk costs, and altering posture is difficult 
and deeply expensive to change. Bureaucratic inertia, 
a preference for the status quo, and nervous partners 
all may militate against altering posture or embracing 
the solutions identified in this report. This speaks to 
the need for the United States to work closely with 
partners to properly message such changes, particu-
larly in regard to base consolidations. Ultimately, it is 
U.S. regional partners who determine the depth of U.S. 
access and whether such revisions to posture—while 
still retaining surge capability—will be successful.121 

Reassuring nervous partners will involve other elements 
of U.S. power, namely diplomacy, further actualizing 
the Biden administration’s shift to put military power in 
support of diplomacy.
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