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Key points

1. The wisdom of making wars easier depends on the wisdom of the wars. Rapid military response capability to all
global trouble may sound good, but it can tempt policymakers to intervene even for non-vital interests.

2. U.S. military bases and logistics hubs in and near the Middle East are the primary examples—they make foolish
wars too easy to start.

3. Maintaining the ability to use rapid military force in the region has become an end to itself, unmoored from any
clear, vital strategic interest.

4. Closing bases will make wars more challenging to start, which will help spur public debate about potential
interventions due to the transparent upfront costs required. This will give diplomacy an opportunity to return as the
primary policy option in the region.

5. This recommendation is consistent with the U.S. Constitution’s logic: Democracy’s benefit for foreign policymaking
is its ability to consider many options and give more time to think through various proposals.

The logistics of a global military posture and the temptation problem in the
Middle East

The Department of Defense’s (DoD) recent Global Posture Review, rather than considering any major re-orientation or new
strategic thinking, cemented the existing posture and failed to further disengage the United States from the Middle East.
Even with President Joe Biden promising to end endless wars in the region, his administration wants current basing to
remain in case of unforeseen contingencies and to serve as a theoretical stabilizing presence in the region.? It seemingly has
not considered how the presence of these bases contributes to the instability and endless wars he says he wants to end.

U.S. defense strategy sees military tools that facilitate combat in key global regions as an unvarnished good.® As a
consequence of this strategy, U.S. military posture has developed to include more than 600 bases in 45 countries, supported
by a rapidly deploying intervention force with global reach.*

This force posture rests on an unstated assumption that logistical capacity and basing infrastructure to support it will not
tempt policymakers into unwise and costly interventions for non-strategic interests. Current military posture obscures the
true costs of each additional use of force in a region because it places intervention on permanent retainer.® To begin a new
intervention, the necessary manpower and material do not require costly and lengthy mobilization from outside the region.
With marginal costs (in time and resources) lower, temptation to use military force to intervene increases, as Kenneth Waltz
explains: the United States’ “ability to act militarily carries with it the temptation to take military action.”®

This dynamic is most recognizable in the Middle East, where a preponderance of power allowed the United States to grow an
expansive presence for counterterrorism and European bases became critical logistics hubs to help serve these wars. As a
result, the United States turns to its military in the Middle East too quickly, taking advantage of the ease of deployment and
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overlooking long-term costs.” In the words of former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, this belief manifests as: “What's
the point of having this superb military you're always talking about, if we can't use it?"®

Maintaining the current force posture allows policymakers to avoid re-thinking the logic of U.S. presence in the region.
Limited anti-U.S. terror threats—that can be better thwarted via intelligence and targeted strikes and raids—mean securing
vital U.S. interests does not require a permanent presence.’ Indeed, permanent bases harm U.S. interests there, and closing
bases will help future presidents avoid strategic temptation and appreciate the actual costs of wars.

U.S. bases and troop levels in the Middle East
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The U.S. military maintains an outsized basing presence for ground troops in the Middle East, which
tempts policymakers to use force in a region increasingly marginal to U.S. national security interests.

Putting intervention on retainer leads to the problem of temptation

The problem of temptation means that more forward basing and easier logistics increases the risk of engaging in unwise
wars. While some wars would, of course, still occur with a less expansive military posture, the problem of temptation
highlights that with greater debate and upfront cost transparency, the time and effort required to mobilize for war could
serve as a brake on some unwise interventions. Further, there is a path dependency created from previous wars where the
basing and logistical presence created to facilitate that mission remain present after the conflict, permitting the easier use
of force in the future.
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The current over-militarized U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East results from the preponderant power that the United States
has enjoyed since the end of the Cold War. U.S. global power projection capacity has led Washington to viewing global
instability as a U.S. responsibility to solve. Fear of regional instability intensified following 9/11, and U.S. basing expanded to
support the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other areas in the region. These wars also required support from supply lines
through Europe. Existing bases in Europe filled this role—a useful way to renew their purpose after the Cold War. However,
even after the logic behind the Global War on Terror (GWOT) and the invasion of Iraq proved faulty, the infrastructure put in
place to facilitate these wars remained, tempting policymakers to escalate and start new wars in the region.
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The United States’ perpetual interventions in Iraq over the last 30 years serve as a powerful example of
how U.S. force postures contribute to an over-militarized foreign policy.

The temptation problem helps explain why presidents cannot seem to deliver on restraint-minded rhetoric. Each of the last
four presidential administrations arrived in office after campaigning against the incumbent’s overly-interventionist foreign
policy. President George W. Bush derided the nation-building of the Clinton administration, and President Barack Obama
campaigned against the disastrous Iraq War.'® President Donald Trump scorned nation-building, while President Biden
ridiculed previous administrations for not ending the so-called forever wars."' Yet each president who campaigned on
stopping the interventionist mistakes of the previous administration started new conflicts or escalated existing ones in the
Middle East, with President Biden being the notable exception so far. The reasons for this are many and complex, but bases
helped: they made it easy to start new interventions and allowed presidents to discount war costs required for each due to
the yearly infrastructure retainer paid through the DoD budget. This inability to resist continuous intervention in the region
due to the logistical ease of doing so is the strategic problem of temptation.

The current logistical posture
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Temptation is most apparent in the Middle East, where the U.S. continues to frequently use military force throughout the
region, even as policymakers promise to emphasize great power threats instead.'? To permit for this operational tempo, the
United States deploys around 36,500 troops across 18 bases in Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, UAE, Jordan, Irag, Oman, and Saudi
Arabia.'® This includes forward basing at Camp Arafjan in Kuwait, Al-Asad Air Base in Iraq, and Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar and
relying on prepositioned materiel at Kuwait's International Airport and the aforementioned Al Udeid Air Base. U.S. combat
aircraft and Patriot missile systems are stationed at Al Dhafra airbase in the UAE and Shaykh Isa Air Base in Bahrain, and the
U.S. military maintains its own access to the Jebel Ali Port and Port Khalifa bin Salman, including the Naval Support Activity
Bahrain complex that houses the Fifth Fleet. U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) also relies on maritime prepositioning ships
stationed in Diego Garcia for logistical needs if mobilizing for conflict.’

Perhaps more important, European bases have been largely transformed to “logistically supporting other combatant
commands...including CENTCOM and U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM)” following the Cold War.'® Regular operations in the
Middle East and North Africa mean these bases serve as logistics hubs rather than operational forward basing focused on
potential great power threats, hampering readiness. Today, for instance, the U.S. Army’s 21st Theater Sustainment
Command at Rammestein and Mihail Kogalniceanu Air Base in Romania serve as significant logistics hubs for CENTCOM and
house material needed for Middle East contingencies.'®
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U.S. troops and bases in Europe have increasingly been employed as logistical support for other regions,
specifically Africa and the Greater Middle East.

The overemphasis on rapid response
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This current basing and logistical posture is built on the assumption that surging force rapidly to a region is a priority and
necessary for U.S. strategic interests. It prioritizes the rapid use of force—seen as a net positive for U.S. intervention—but
this is the problem. Examining the logic behind the emphasis on rapid response for the region and its role in subverting
democratic foreign policy’s benefits helps illustrate the temptation problem this creates.

The emphasis on rapidity first emerged as a part of the Carter Doctrine that committed U.S. forces to stabilize the Middle
East in case of a Soviet movement to control the Persian Gulf following the invasion of Afghanistan out of fear of what it
could mean for global oil markets. It was a dubious argument then, but even more dubious now with no credible hegemonic
threat and developments that insulate the United States from oil shocks.!” Following this fear of not having rapid military
options to keep the Persian Gulf open, the Rapid Deployment Force, later the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force (RDJTF),
was created. A few years later, though, the RDJTF was turned into a permanent combatant command that still exists today—
CENTCOM.'®

Rapidity regained steam as an idea to support the GWOT, with the 2004 Global Posture Review advocating for “less
emphasis on numbers of forward forces than upon capabilities and desired effects that can be achieved rapidly.” In
justifying basing and deployments in Iraq and Syria today, the Biden administration’s Global Posture Review similarly calls
for the United States to “always have the capability to rapidly deploy forces to the region based on the threat environment.
It reflects the troublesome idea that the ability to send force rapidly is more important than considering what purpose the
force will serve.?’

n19

To support this preference for rapid options, defense planning emphasizes global logistical infrastructure. As a 2013 RAND
report states, “U.S. defense strategy calls for a global response capability, so posture decisions should maintain an effective
global en route infrastructure. The United States can maintain relatively rapid global response capabilities as long as this
infrastructure and strategic lift assets are maintained.”?' As seen above, this mindset encourages the United States to
maintain basing structure in Europe that would facilitate “rapidly deployable for early entry into conflict well beyond Europe,”
specifically the Middle East.??

The 2011 crisis in Libya highlights how the logistics that permit rapidity can tempt policymakers into poor intervention
decisions. As the crisis unfolded, it became clear that even though Libya was in AFRICOM's area of responsibility, the rapid
intervention could only be carried out from European bases with prepositioned forces and material. U.S. and NATO planners
turned to Aviano and Sigonella in Italy, Moron and Rota in Spain, and Souda Bay in Greece to base air operations and
manage the mission’s logistics.?® Each of these bases existed during the Cold War, but they transformed during the GWOT to
support logistics and operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Middle East.?*

It was relatively simple to re-route this logistics flow to North Africa and prepare for Operation Odyssey Dawn and Operation
Unified Protector, the U.S. and NATO-led military interventions in Libya. In less than a month from the first calls of a no-fly
zone for Libya at the U.N., the United States started a new war that had profound consequences still reverberating today.
Given that other NATO allies wanted to move fast in the intervention, existing U.S. forces were called upon to maintain the
no-fly zone and target various government forces. Without the pre-positioned material and logistical hubs the United States
maintained, the mission would have needed to be much smaller or it would have required more preparation time. The
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logistics developed in Europe to support wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan provided an efficient means to prepare for
a rapid intervention in Libya.?®

This quick movement obviated the need for a healthy debate about whether the war truly served vital U.S. interests. With the
material already in Europe, the U.S. intervention proceeded before the American public, or even their congressional
representatives, could debate mobilization. It only took 10 days to act compared to the 11 months required to mobilize for
the Kosovo War more than a decade earlier.? The retainer fee paid to facilitate this intervention appeared worth it at the
time, but the pace at which the mission moved did not allow proper consideration of the cost which proved high in the long
run, a regret even President Obama shares now.?’

Overall, rapid response capabilities create the temptation “to strike quickly to nip trouble in the bud” without thinking if it
genuinely achieves any strategic ends.?® Rapid response further engenders a feeling of having to act now, which means
military policymakers focus more on whether they can do something than if they should. Making force deployments
emphasize rapidity reduces cost transparency while simultaneously reducing the amount of time built in to consider if
military options are the right course. This limits the time to consider the strategic rationale of the mission in depth.?°

Side-stepping the benefits of democratic foreign policy

The emphasis on rapid response also subverts the virtues of democratic foreign policymaking. Policymakers desire more
readily available military options because they feel that if presidents have multiple options to use force quickly, they can
select between them to provide better strategic outcomes.® In reality, it often does the opposite—tempting policymakers
into unwise intervention.

Bernard Brodie highlighted this problem when he questioned “the notion that expanding the [p]resident’s military options is
always a good thing.”®" Instead of considering all issues related to the deployment of force, he argued presidents end up
with an extensive menu of military options presented that tempt them because the upfront costs appear lower, and the
interventions easier to implement, due to pre-existing logistics. As Brodie anticipated, the robust U.S. military posture in the
Middle East undermines the supposed democratic benefits of providing decision-makers multiple options. The ease of
selection means that less effort and time is put into understanding all costs required to support the mission accurately. This
subverts the way the United States should make strategic choices, where deliberation and consideration should precede
policy response.

The desire for rapid response also can create a form of self-entrapment, where the desire for a small force to maintain future
flexibility ends up entrapping the United States in a more permanent intervention without broader democratic debate on its
merits. Today, the United States faces this problem in Iraq, Syria, Iran, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia. In each, continued U.S.
presence suffers from a self-fulfilling rationale for its existence. For instance, in response to Iranian strikes on Saudi Arabian
oil facilities in 2019, President Trump ordered the deployment of U.S. forces, F-15s, and THAAD missile defense systems to
Saudi Arabia to deter future strikes. There was limited American appetite for broader military conflict to defend Saudi oil
fields. Still, given existing assets in the region, it was logistically simple to deploy back to the bases that were left 17 years
previously.®?
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Global U.S. counterterrorism operations
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The U.S. has conducted drone and airstrikes or provided counterterrorism training assistance to at least

79 countries since 2018 as part of the Global War on Terror. The flexibility permitted by a global troop
presence has enabled these operations.

Overall, this temptation to use force in the Middle East is a concern when the costs for intervention appear lower than they
are in reality due to pre-positioning and pre-paying for logistics capacity. It requires increasing the marginal costs of
intervention to encourage greater consideration of the utility of a military option. If the decision to use force is selected
following a robust democratic debate on the merits, it will confirm its strategic importance.

Raise logistical costs to reduce temptation

It is precisely because the long-term costs of intervention are so easy to overlook when pre-paying short-term logistical
costs that the costs of using force in the Middle East should be made more transparent. That means increasing the cost at
the time of intervention. Changing U.S. force posture and logistical infrastructure is prudent. All attendant costs of
deployment to that region should be priced in and paid for upfront when deciding to use force to allow more significant
consideration of whether it is in the national interest. This will raise the costs for each war in the short term, but it would
lower the overall amount spent on wars by avoiding the temptation current logistics help create.

Trying to ensure the true costs of war are considered pre-war to provoke greater consideration of its strategic utility is not
new. After Vietnam, there was genuine concern the war was too easy to initiate and escalate without realizing the full costs
it would carry. In response, three key proposals tried to make the decision to go to war rely on greater resource
commitments and public consideration to determine if an issue was a genuine strategic threat. These were: (1) the so-called
Abrams Doctrine that placed combat support roles in the reserves that would mandate activation to deploy,®® (2) the creation
of the War Powers Resolution Act that increased the role of Congress and required an authorization to use military force,3

33 Lewis Sorley, “Creighton Abrams and the Active-Reserve Integration in Wartime,” Parameters 21, no. 2 (Summer 1991): 35-50; While it is now
unclear what the actual intent of the initial total force policy was, decisionmakers within the U.S. military have internalized it to mean the nation goes
to war only if the Guard and Reserve are mobilized to join the fight.

34 Matthew C. Weed, “The War Powers Resolution: Concepts and Practice,” Congressional Research Service, March 8, 2019,
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/R42699.pdf.
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and (3) doctrinal changes such as the Weinberger and Powell Doctrines that tried to make all military operations focus on
using overwhelming force to make sure policymakers discussed the resource commitments upfront.3®

Unfortunately, U.S. military forays in the Middle East since 2001 have shown that all three checks have eroded since.
National Guard and reserve units reqularly deploy with an intense operational tempo alongside active-duty units.3® Congress
has essentially given a blank check in authorizing force and rarely constrains any action under the War Powers Act.3” And
efficiencies in DoD deployments have been prioritized instead of focusing on the doctrine of overwhelming force.®®

Deprioritize prepositioning and rapid response

How then can temptation be reduced in the Middle East today? First, de-prioritizing prepositioning and rapid response for the
region is necessary. Maintaining the patchwork of bases highlighted above in the region just for unforeseen contingencies
related to non-strategic interests only lowers marginal costs for intervention and places these forces in harm’s way. Instead
of justifying presence based on reducing future logistical costs, policymakers should prioritize consideration of strategic
interest. In the Middle East, this would mean removing remaining U.S. forces in Syria and Iraq, removing the garrisons in
Saudi Arabia, and ending logistical support for the war in Yemen. Eliminating or reducing the size of the current logistical
hubs in Kuwait, UAE, Qatar, and Bahrain that supply these missions is also required. It would also call for the removal of the
Maritime Prepositioning Ships (MPS deployment at Diego Garcia and potentially also require the repositioning of the Fifth
Fleet from the region. If a contingency does arise that mandates U.S. presence, agreements for airlift capacity and naval
stationing can be re-activated, but with a more significant lead time.

Fewer forward troops reduces the risk from the temptation to fight for peripheral interests without leaving the United States
bereft of striking power. With its sea and airlift to deploy forces, refueling, bombers, missiles, and various naval strike
options, the United States will remain in the enviable position of having peerless global power projection capabilities to
respond to threats in any region.

Prevent resource sharing between combatant commands

Second, once the basing and pre-positioning of material in the Middle East ends, DoD should further prevent basing and
logistics in one regional command to support intervention in other regions. DoD should remove the efficient logistics
mindset that developed to allow European bases to support CENTCOM and AFRICOM missions in the region.* This would
also mandate returning U.S. Army Europe and Africa back into U.S. Army Europe only to similarly avoid the ability to use
prepositioned forces and material for incursions in Northern Africa. Removing the role of Europe as a logistical waystation
would allow bases to focus on their role as strategic assets for deterrence in Europe proper and remove their more
destabilizing effect as a critical node of American interventionism in the Middle East. By forcing bases in Europe to focus on
their area of responsibility only, they can better concentrate on marshaling power to deter great powers, rather than facilitate
punitive raids into the Middle East and North Africa.

Additional benefits of raising logistical costs

Four additional benefits would emerge from increasing logistical costs by reducing U.S. military posture in the Middle East:

35 Patrick Porter “The Weinberger Doctrine: A Celebration,” Infinity Journal 3, no. 3 (Summer 2013): 8-11,
https://www.militarystrategymagazine.com/article/the-weinberger-doctrine-a-celebration/.

36 Christopher M. Schnaubelt, et al., Sustaining the Army’s Reserve Components as an Operational Force, (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2017),
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR1400/RR1495/RAND_RR1495.pdf.

37 Daniel DePetris, “Checks and Balances on War Powers,” Defense Priorities, April 21, 2021, https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/checks-
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1. There will be greater incentives for regional diplomacy, as a quick U.S. response will not be guaranteed. Reduced
U.S. rapid response capabilities will make regional actors focus on diplomatic agreements to balance the region
among themselves, knowing U.S. presence cannot be assured.*°

2. Repeated interventionism for force protection to support the garrisons in the region will be reduced. With fewer
vulnerable forces in the region, there will be less reason to station more U.S. forces in the region to protect them.

3. There will be a reduction in the moral hazard problem of partners blustering and expecting U.S. support.*! Without
U.S. support assured due to permanent basing, destabilizing actions will not have the insurance of U.S. protection,
making them less likely to be undertaken. It will also mean that regional actors will more closely compete for U.S.
support rather than assuming the United States will have to go along with their misguided policies to maintain
basing access.

4. Finally, the treadmill of U.S. deployments to the Middle East will stop, allowing for reserve units to serve as an
actual strategic, rather than operational, reserve force once again and prepare for contingencies elsewhere. This will
enable reserve forces to prioritize strategic threats, and their call-up can again be a possible brake on rapid military
action. It will allow the United States to conserve power, augment deterrence of great powers, and avoid overstretch
in service of peripheral interests.

Existing force posture leads to more instability, not less

Fundamentally, U.S. force posture emphasizing rapid response to the Middle East has had disastrous consequences for U.S.
security and interests due to the temptation it has created. Since 1989, the United States has engaged in more than 200
military interventions, with a large percentage of these interventions in the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia as part of the
GWOT, well outside core areas of American strategic interest.*? Today, the U.S. continues to be tempted into seemingly
endless efforts to mop up ISIS remnants in Syria, keep forces in Iraq to combat Iranian proxies, and support Saudi Arabia and
UAE against Houthi rebels from Yemen. The costs in terms of blood, treasure, and civilian deaths are immense.*

The desire for rapid response and the logistics to support it has placed U.S. forces in harm's way, antagonized regional
actors, and harmed overall military readiness.** Far from providing any stabilizing role, U.S. presence contributes to greater
instability in the region, undermining the purported purpose for its existence.*® It succeeds in allowing rapid response, but
rapid response to the instability created by the presence in the first place. Even when it's clear other strategic priorities
demand attention, the inability to desist from continual deployment in the Middle East provides strong evidence
policymakers should not discount the temptation costs of an expansive military posture.*®

Today, most rapid responses of force in the Middle East are to defend against attacks on currently stationed forces that
exist primarily to facilitate their own rapid response. For instance, U.S. service members continue to be placed in dangerous
situations in Syria where they face attacks from Iranian proxies and other actors, all to maintain its presence unwisely to
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support rapid response in the region.*” Without a clear strategic rationale beyond facilitating rapid presence in the region, the
United States is essentially paying for the pleasure of over-extending itself and making its troops vulnerable to attack from
actors who otherwise could not reach them.*®

Even advocates of an expansive global military posture admit the problem of temptation can undermine the proposed
benefits. For instance, Stephen G. Brooks, G. John lkenberry, and William C. Wohlforth, advocates of greater forward basing
for its stabilizing role, argue that a military posture that enshrines rapid response and global reach will always “increase the
opportunity and thus the logical probability of U.S. use of force.”*® Supporting such a posture, they admit, requires accepting
as the “cost of doing business” misadventures, like Vietnam, Libya, and Iraq.

While blunders of the magnitude of Iraq and Vietnam every few decades are a significant price to pay, unfortunately, these
are not the only costs. The legacy of the infrastructure created to support these misadventures has a long shadow when
maintained to deal with future instability directly created by the original interventions themselves. If future interventions are
justified based on dealing with the instability created in large parts from the misadventures in the first place, the costs of a
global military posture are much higher than advocates claim.5° U.S. basing posture then is justified by fighting instability in
a region their own presence helps to create.

The unfortunate outcome of the current posture is that it makes military intervention falsely appear as a cheap tool and easy
solution to various crises without considering this posture’s full cost. Rather than relying on self-sagaciousness to avoid
missteps and disasters, creating logistical barriers to limit rapid military response will encourage greater deliberation and
consideration of its true worth and utility for various issues.

Indeed, the temptation problem will continue to exist as long as the United States remains a great power with extensive
power projection capabilities, but that does not mean it should make interventions easier to start. Instead, making the price
of additional use of force more transparent by making logistics for intervention more costly and stored at a further distance
is beneficial. Making military force more costly to use in the region will increase the interrogation upfront if other tools are
better suited to advance U.S. interests exist. If the logistical lift to carry out intervention to defend a territory abroad or resist
a different expansionary power serves U.S. interests, then the cost to deploy from home can be debated and confirmed
during the mobilization period, providing additional verification it is indeed a vital national interest. Being able to send force
rapidly across the globe is an impressive feat the U.S. accomplished. Having proven able to do so, now is the time for the
United States to take the even more remarkable step to limit this capability.
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