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Since the end of the Cold War, the U.S. military presence has

expanded in only one region of the world—the Middle East.

Yet, some allies in the region increasingly view the U.S. pre s-

ence in the Gulf as a political liability, and support has erod-

ed for the mission for which it was originally designed. The

expansion of the U.S. military presence in the region re s u l t i n g

from the recent invasion of Iraq has again put U.S. posture in

the Middle East in the spotlight. The implications of re g i m e

change in Iraq for the future of U.S.-Arab military re l a t i o n s

and the U.S. military presence in the Middle East remain far

from clear. What is clear, however, is that a new set of prob-

lems and challenges will follow the overthrow of Saddam Hus-

sein. Most prominent among them are the risks inherent in a

lengthy U.S. military occupation of an Arab state in the heart

of the Middle East. 

Instabilities in the region will continue to re q u i re Wa s h i n g-

t o n’s attention. A withdrawal to an “over the horizon” military

p o s t u re would be pre m a t u re. But while some of the problems

will necessitate a continued military presence in the re g i o n ,

others will be aggravated by that very presence. In the post-9/11

world, the old “bargain” Washington made with local re g i m e s

in support of the political status quo may no longer be valid.
1

Security in the short term is no substitute for stability in the
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long term, and reform in the region may

now have to be a U.S. priority. The U.S.

military presence in the Middle East may

complicate efforts at reform—even more

so following the invasion of Iraq—but the

d e p a r t u re of Saddam Hussein holds out

the possibility of a more secure re g i o n a l

environment that could allow the United

States to significantly reduce its footprint

in the region. Doing so, in turn, would

allow Washington greater latitude to

e n c o u rage reform among its Arab allies.

However, the greatest care must be take n

to ensure that a reduced forward deploy-

ment does not lead to a reduction in for-

w a rd engagement. 

E xpanding Presence . The United

States’s bilateral ties with the southern

Gulf states expanded after the 1979 Ira n-

ian Revolution, but the U.S. military

p resence remained largely “over the hori-

zon” with the notable exception of a

strong U.S. naval presence in the Gulf

itself. The continued containment of

I ran and Iraq following the 1990–1991

Gulf War, however, re q u i red a sustained

p resence. To this end, the United States

enhanced and expanded military ties with

B a h rain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, the

United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Ara b i a .

Today, all of these countries host U.S.

airbases and logistics facilities, as well as

s t o rage facilities for propositioned equip-

m e n t .
2

Even prior to the military buildup

for the invasion of Iraq, force levels in the

region had reached historic levels.
3

By the standards of U.S. military bases

e l s e w h e re in the world, however, few of

these facilities are enormous. The five to

ten thousand U.S. personnel in Saudi

A rabia prior to the Iraq invasion, for

instance, hardly compare to the thirty sev-

en thousand in South Korea or the seven-

ty thousand in Germany. In many cases,

nevertheless, the U.S. presence is politi-

cally controversial and an incre a s i n g

s o u rce of politico-cultural irritation.
4

I n

Saudi Arabia, for example, popular dis-

p l e a s u re with the U.S. presence re q u i re s

Central Command (CENTCOM) to

sequester its military personnel in isolat-

ed complexes seldom seen by the genera l

population. Even in the moderate state of

Kuwait, the public is highly ambivalent to

the U.S. presence, and the government

only grudgingly supports the basing of

troops as insurance against Iraqi thre a t s —

that exist no longer.
5

What became clear during the ra m p -

up for the invasion of Iraq was that, while

some Arab governments cooperated qui-

etly with Washington, they were loath to

be identified publicly with U.S. military

o p e rations on Arab soil due to their con-

tinuing quest for legitimacy. The lack of

d e m o c ratic institutions in the Middle

East and the rise of new media in the

region have exposed the veneer of legiti-

macy upon which many of these re g i m e s

rest. These regimes have become highly

sensitive to currents of public opinion,

even if they do not always defer to it, and

a re obsessed with avoiding domestic

u n rest. Some governments have attempt-

ed to mitigate discontent by channeling it

t o w a rds the Ara b - I s raeli conflict, which

causes problems of its own. Another

s t rategy has been to impose limits on how

the United States can use its military

assets stationed in the region.  

Even before the invasion of Iraq, the

utility of the U.S. footprint re m a i n e d

questionable because this political sensi-

tivity often translated into opera t i o n a l

c o n s t raints. During the last decade, only

Kuwait consistently allowed the United

States to fly punitive strikes against Iraq in

support of the no-fly zones from its soil.

Concerned about growing popular
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resentment with Wa s h i n g t o n’s Iraq policy,

the Saudis placed considerable limits on

how the facilities on its soil could be used.

The Saudis supported Operation South-

ern Watch over Iraq. But Riyadh did not

allow U.S. planes to carry out strikes on

I raq, and imposed similar limits during

Operation Enduring Freedom in

Afghanistan. Though it is probably safe to

assume that the royal family quietly acqui-

esced to the invasion of Iraq, coopera t i o n

was never overt. Although, access to Saudi

facilitates and territory would have been

an enormous advantage in the invasion,

the Pentagon was forced to tra n s p l a n t

much of its command and control capa-

bility to the Al Udeid Airbase in Qatar. 

Changing Missions. The missions

the U.S. forward presence in the Middle

East is designed to perform have also

changed. “Dual Containment,” the

Clinton administration policy developed

to deal with Iran and Iraq, largely drove

U.S. strategy after the first Gulf War. But

the days of “Dual Containment” were

probably numbered even before the

United States invaded Iraq. The contain-

ment of Iraq was becoming incre a s i n g l y

ineffectual and politically costly, and

Wa s h i n g t o n’s efforts to isolate Iran were —

and are—in some ways having the re v e r s e

effect. By the end of the decade, critics

w e re charging that “Dual Containment”

was more rhetoric than a viable policy.
6

Looking forward, the conventional

military threat to U.S. interests in the

Middle East is likely to abate. The success-

ful invasion of Iraq has altered the stra t e-

gic outlook of the Middle East in a pro-

found way, at least in the near-term. Ira q

will remain under the close supervision of

the United States and the international

community for the foreseeable future .

Though traditional grievances between

Baghdad and its neighbors and re g i o n a l

rivals will outlive Saddam Hussein, Iraq is

u n l i kely to pose the kind of egre g i o u s

t h reat to regional stability it once did.  

Despite its inclusion in the “axis of

evil,” Iran poses challenges to U.S. inter-

ests in the Middle East that re q u i re

responses beyond military containment.

Economic factors, rather than re v o l u-

tionary imperatives, now drive Ira n’s for-

eign policy. Te h ran has moved to improve

its relations with the European Union

and countries throughout the Middle

East, with the notable exceptions of Ira q

and Israel. Iran does not have the conven-

tional force projection capabilities to

t h reaten its neighbors significantly. The

I ranian navy is facing near-total obsoles-

cence and is unlikely to pose a challenge to

the U.S. naval presence in the Pe r s i a n

G u l f .
7

I ran is not capable of fielding a

conventional challenge in the Gulf re g i o n

with which a combination of Gulf Coop-

e ration Council (GCC) states and U.S.

assets cannot cope. Nevertheless, Ira n ,

l i ke many other countries in the Middle

East, has an acute sense of its own vulner-

ability, which has been compounded by

the invasion of Iraq. U.S. military forc e s

a re currently stationed in or have some

relationship with Pakistan, Afghanistan,

Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Georgia, Tu r ke y ,

and Kuwait, and the 5
t h

Fleet patrols the
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T he days of Dual Containment were numbere d

even before the United States invaded Ira q .
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Persian Gulf—the addition of Iraq to the

list just about completes Ira n’s encir-

clement. As a result, Iranian decision-

m a kers have undertaken a complex cost-

benefit analysis re g a rding the develop-

ment of weapons of mass destruction

(WMD). Unfortunately, despite a perfect

inspection re c o rd with the International

Atomic Energy Agency, there is some evi-

dence suggesting that Te h ran may take

steps to cross the nuclear threshold in the

next few years.
8

T h e re are, nonetheless, some re a s o n s

to be encouraged. The disarmament of

I raq removes one strategic rationale for

I ranian WMD programs. And a nascent,

but meaningful, democratic experiment

is yielding a generation of leaders who

have less interest in the confrontational

policies of Ira n’s Islamic hardliners. It

remains far from clear that bellicose

rhetoric and military intervention are the

best approaches to the challenges Ira n

poses. Rather, as General Anthony Zin-

ni, former commander in chief of

C E NTCOM, argues, the key to nonpro-

l i f e ration in Iran is domestic political

re f o r m .
9

I ra n’s support for hard - l i n e

Palestinian groups and its WMD pro-

g rams will continue to menace U.S.

i n t e rests in the region, but tying the U.S.

military presence in the region to an

e x a g g e rated perception of the Ira n i a n

t h reat will unsettle allies and may under-

mine the moderate political forces that

will eventually bring Iran back into the

international mainstream. 

Other challenges confronting security

and stability in the Middle East will

e n d u re. The region is likely to remain as

troubled as it is strategically and econom-

ically significant. A number of national

and sub-national conflicts will continue

to drive the proliferation of convention-

al arms and WMD. Each state perc e i v e s

itself to be surrounded by enemies, and

many of the regional rivalries and con-

flicts overlap, linking other regions to the

Middle East in one broad political-mili-

tary theater.
1 0

The many problems

endemic to the Arab world that garnere d

so much attention after 9/11 remain fixed

in place. Political oppression and eco-

nomic marginalization have nurture d

Islamic radicalism, while U.S. support

for many of these regimes and Israel has

led to a hardening of anti-American sen-

t i m e n t .
1 1

The specter of Islamist terror-

ism has added a new dimension to the

t raditional threats emanating from

“rogue states,” with potentially profound

implications for the existing political

o rder in the re g i o n .

The U.S. military posture in the Mid-

dle East must adapt to this evolving

s t rategic environment. Few of the United

States’s allies, especially the GCC states,

have made substantive progress toward

i n t e g rating their defense capabilities.

Economic constraints and political dif-

f e rences are likely to keep them depen-

dent on the U.S. security guarantee for

some time. Stability and counter-terror-

ism missions in Central Asia and, poten-

tially, in Iraq will continue to re q u i re an

U.S. commitment for the indefinite

f u t u re. Washington, nevertheless, will

have to balance the re q u i rements of short

term security with the imperatives of long

term stability. In the wake of the invasion

of Iraq, the United States may now find

that its military posture in the re g i o n

undermines the ability of its Arab allies

to cope with the political, economic, and

social changes the lie ahead. 

A nd Iraq ? Undoubtedly, the most dra-

matic change facing the U.S. military

p o s t u re in the region will be the occupa-

tion of Iraq. Securing Iraq after the con-
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flict may re q u i re a force equal to that

which originally invaded the country, and

a mission to guarantee long term stability

could re q u i re as many as 100,000 per-

sonnel for an indefinite period of time.
1 2

The future remains unclear, and severa l

contingencies are possible. Some media

reports assert that strategists in the Pe n t a-

gon are contemplating retaining a U.S.

military presence in Iraq over the long

t e r m .
1 3

These reports have been vigorous-

ly denied by Secretary of Defense Donald

Rumsfeld. A robust and prolonged mili-

tary presence in Iraq might re a s s u re Ira q i s

that their neighbors will not meddle and

c reate an environment that fosters stabil-

ity and political liberalization. It might

also re a s s u re Iraq’s neighbors that Bagh-

dad’s territorial ambitions are perma-

nently defunct.
14 

On the other hand, a

sizable military presence could also prove

to be, in the words of General Zinni, “a

magnet for problems.”
1 5

In the post-Sad-

dam era, reducing troops levels elsewhere

in the region only to garrison Iraq would

l i kely substitute one set of political prob-

lems for another. 

Efforts to develop political plura l i s m

in Iraq could have their own security

implications. A government in Baghdad

that reflects the will of the Iraqi people

may not pursue policies that Wa s h i n g t o n

favors. Anti-Zionism and territorial

claims on Kuwait are facets of Ira q i

nationalism that Saddam Hussein may

have exploited, but did not create. Con-

versely, if Baghdad identifies closely with

Wa s h i n g t o n’s interests in the Middle

East, it may not pursue policies support-

ed by the Iraqi population, calling into

question the government’s potential for

stability and broad-based legitimacy. An

I raq shorn of its conventional military

capabilities and its WMD will re q u i re a

security guarantee that will, in one form

or another, have a substantial U.S. com-

ponent. What is less clear is how long a

d e m o c ratic Iraq would wish to retain a

U.S. presence. 

I raq will continue to pose problems

both for Washington and its allies in the

region. Leaving Iraq before the country

is stable and reconstructed could proba-

bly lead to a return to the internal and

external violence that has been such a

prominent feature of Iraqi political cul-

t u re. But local outrage over a prolonged

U.S. occupation of Iraq could lead to

political re t renchment and fatigue else-

w h e re in the region as domestic pre s s u re

to dissociate from Washington mounts.

This pre s s u re will increase even further if

the situation in Israel and Palestine con-

tinues to deteriorate. Under these cir-

cumstances, U.S.-Arab military re l a t i o n s

could suffer substantially, with potential-

ly profound implications for bilatera l

ties, joint exercises, and base access. 

The Future of the U.S.-Arab
M ilitary Relations . A sustained

military presence comparable to pre -

“ O p e ration Iraqi Freedom” levels is like-

ly to be a source of growing political dis-

content. The United States should min-

imize its profile in the region, while

working to enhance the defense capabili-

ties of its allies through a robust forward

engagement and improved re g i o n a l

c o o p e ration. With the departure of Sad-

dam Hussein, a reduced U.S. footprint

would be capable of coping with the

residual conventional threats in the

region without testing the political toler-

ances that have made that presence so

controversial. 

In the Gulf, Bahrain and Qatar will

probably be eager to retain U.S. bases, as

they are more concerned with the poten-

tial threat from Iran than from Ira q .
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B a h rain and Qatar also hope that a U.S.

p resence will balance the dominant

influence of Saudi Arabia. Consequently,

even though their populations are subject

to the same anti-American currents that

flow through the rest of the region, the

U.S. presence in these two countries is

less controversial than elsewhere. Recent

political reforms in both countries, lim-

ited as they may be, also demonstrate that

the U.S. presence there is designed to

support regional stability rather than the

political status quo. 

E l s e w h e re in the Persian Gulf, the

United States may have little choice but to

reduce the profile of its military pre s-

ence. Even before the invasion of Ira q ,

t h e re were indications that Riyadh might

ask Washington to remove its troops for

Saudi Ara b i a .
1 6

The apparently mutual

decision to do so came in late April, not

long after the cessation of hostilities in

I raq. Speculation that the decision

reflects a deepening rift between the two

countries is pre m a t u re. The United

States and Saudi Arabia will continue to

need each other and their long-standing

security relationship, though troubled

since 9/11, needs to be rehabilitated. A

reduction in the U.S. presence in the

kingdom will remove a major source of

tension in the relationship, allow the two

governments to cooperate more effec-

tively on a range of issues including ter-

rorism, and better position the Saudi

government to manage the breadth of

economic, social, and political challenges

on the horizon. 

L i ke the Saudis, other states in the

region recognize that, in the post-Sad-

dam era, the most prominent challenges

to security are now internal. The chal-

lenge of preparing restive and tra d i t i o n a l

societies for the demands of globalization

and social change will likely lead others in

the same direction as the Saudis. Even

Kuwait may eventually follow suit as that

government attempts to dissociate itself

unpopular U.S. policies and actions.

Nevertheless, a withdrawal from Saudi

A rabia, Kuwait, or any other state in the

region must be accomplished in a way that

will avoid the false impression that the

United States is abandoning the country. 

The importance of maintaining and

enhancing forward engagement cannot

be overstated. A reduced footprint will

re q u i re contingency access to a diverse

and redundant array of logistical, head-

quarters, and deep-water transit facilities

to accommodate a rapid deployment

should the need arise. Wherever possible,

propositioning arrangements should be

p reserved or even expanded. Every effort

should also be made to preserve and

enhance security assistance as well as advi-

sory and training activities throughout

the region. These arrangements will

depend upon constant consultation with

friends and allies and the re h a b i l i t a t i o n

of relationships that have, in some

instances, been neglected or strained. 
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Like the Saudis, other states in the re g i o n

recognize that, in the post-Saddam era, the

most prominent challenges to security are

now i n t e r n a l .



Other factors will play important roles

in compensating for a footprint that

could be reduced by as much as 40–50

p e rcent in next few years.
1 7

Over the

l o n g term, technological advances will

improve U.S. force projection capabili-

ties. In the meantime, alternative-basing

concepts, including maritime pre - p o s i-

tioning, should be explored. Rotating

f o rces throughout the region rather than

permanently deploying them at fixed

locations would help to reduce visibility

and minimize political costs.
1 8

C a re f u l l y

c o o rdinating the deployment of land-

based airpower with the carrier pre s e n c e

in the Gulf will help to preserve capabil-

ities while relieving the currently over-

w o r ked naval presence. 

W h e re the U.S. military re m a i n s ,

business as usual will no longer suffice.

The United States should make a con-

certed effort to educate local populations

about the necessity and value of the U.S.

p resence or aid. More importantly, local

governments will have to stand up and be

counted when it comes to their own mil-

itary ties with the United States. To o

often, these regimes have relied on

silence and authority rather than

explaining the value and purpose of U.S.

commitments to their countries.
1 9

D o i n g

otherwise encourages the belief that the

true purpose of U.S. military ties is to

support an elite few. 

Washington also needs to amend its

approach to the Arab Middle East to

include political, economic, and social

reform as a strategic priority. A re d u c e d

military profile in the Middle East will

allow Washington to achieve this re f o r m

m o re effectively.
2 0

It is clear that these

authoritarian and ossified political sys-

tems are ill-equipped to foster long term

stability. Poor governance, dubious

human rights re c o rds, and questionable

claims of legitimacy will aggravate the

looming political, economic, demo-

g raphic, and environmental pre s s u re s

that will increasingly challenge these

regimes. Just as the U.S. military pre s-

ence in the region has been associated

with the maintenance of the political sta-

tus quo, the reduction of that pre s e n c e

could be associated with the measure d

expectation of reform.  

Finally, the Ara b - I s raeli conflict will

continue to be the core issue affecting

U . S . - A rab military re l a t i o n s .
2 1

Wa s h i n g-

t o n’s efforts there, and the degree to

which it is perceived to be an honest

b r o ker, will largely determine the extent

to which relations with the United States

a re a political liability for Arab govern-

ments. U.S.-Arab military relations will

continue to be negatively influenced by

Wa s h i n g t o n’s inability or unwillingness

to exert pre s s u re to halt the construction

of settlements or limit Israeli incur-

s i o n s .
2 2

A rab governments do not

re q u i re that the United States terminate

its security relationship with Israel, but

they do want evidence that Wa s h i n g t o n

does not value it above all else. All of

these governments hoped that Wa s h i n g-

ton would have attempted to mitigate

potential domestic backlash from

“ O p e ration Iraqi Freedom” by re i n v e s t-

ing its energy in the peace process prior

to the invasion. The failure to do so has

raised the stakes surrounding meaning-

ful progress in the future.  

Many in Washington will be loath to

give up hard-won access in the re g i o n .

But, in the end, U.S. policymakers and

military strategists may find that less is

m o re when it comes to the U.S. military

p resence in the Middle East. With the

d e p a r t u re of Saddam Hussein, short

term security in the region will be

enhanced. But threats to the long term
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stability of the region remain and mili-

tary assets are of limited utility in

a d d ressing them. Much will depend on

Wa s h i n g t o n’s success in rebuilding Ira q

and the timeliness of the United States’s

d e p a r t u re from that country. Circ u m-

stances could change quickly if Arab gov-

ernments become convinced that the

invasion of Iraq was not a one-time con-

tingency, but, on the other hand, the

first step in a plan to reshape the Middle

East through military activism. In the

meantime, a reduced presence in the

region will allow Washington the latitude

it needs to encourage the kind of eco-

nomic and political change that will fos-

ter legitimacy and better equip these

governments to cope with the challenges

that lie ahead. The United States cannot

a f f o rd to completely withdraw from the

region. But Arab populations and gov-

ernments have become well acquainted

with U.S. military capabilities. By

replacing forward deployments with for-

w a rd engagement, Washington can con-

tinue to ensure the security of its Ara b

allies while better acquainting them with

American political values.
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