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KEY POINTS

1. The United States has few core interests at stake in the Middle East. The region contains only minor
threats to the United States and its prosperity.

2. To safeguard its interests in the Middle East, the United States needs to be able to do two things
militarily: identify and respond to the unlikely possibility of terrorist threats to the U.S. homeland and
maintain the capability to respond to unlikely challenges to U.S. economic interests, especially
severe or extended disruptions to energy markets.

3. Neither of those tasks requires a significant, permanent military presence or a network of bases. The
United States can meet its military objectives by retaining only a small footprint of intelligence assets
and the basing access needed to facilitate a rotational air and naval presence.

4. In choosing operating locations, the United States should opt for safer and more defensible bases,
including Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan as a hub for any air operations and Dugm in Oman as a
naval hub. Both locations can host intelligence assets while a small presence of logistics and
support forces could remain. All bases in Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and
Kuwait should be closed.

5. U.S. security commitments that require or expect American military responses to attacks on regional
partners work against U.S. interests and should be ended. Informal security partnerships could
remain.

The Middle East sometimes seems like quicksand, pulling the United States deeper into its conflicts and
rivalries, even when American leaders aim for disengagement. In reality, U.S. policymakers have agency, and
it is their broad definition of U.S. interests and decades-long addiction to hegemony that explain America’s
repeated military interventions in the region, including those in Iraq and Afghanistan, which lasted for more
than 20 years.

Today, there are about 50,000 U.S. military personnel and dozens of aircraft and warships spread across the
region in support of the latest American military adventure, Operation Epic Fury, which started in February
2026. This war has been devastating for the United States, resulting in what can only be called a strategic
defeat by Iran, a much weaker adversary.

This defeat underscores several lessons for the United States. It has revealed, for one, the vulnerability of
U.S. military bases to drones and missiles. It has also shown that the United States relies much less on
traffic through the Strait of Hormuz than previously assumed and that its military presence can do little to
fully reopen the strait once it is closed, at least at a reasonable cost. Finally, it demonstrated that U.S.
entanglement in the Middle East is a liability, not an asset, and an unnecessary drain on U.S. resources.

Regardless of how the war in Iran ends, the United States should begin a systematic withdrawal from the

region, retaining only a small footprint of intelligence assets and the basing access to support a rotational air
and naval presence when needed. This would be sufficient to protect U.S. interests in the Middle East while
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shifting to regional countries the responsibility for their own defense. Many countries in the region may even
welcome a U.S. pullback, viewing the U.S. military presence as both unreliable and destabilizing.

This paper will consider what U.S. military posture—including forces, bases, and agreements—is necessary to
support U.S. interests in the Middle East. It will describe how a transition to a smaller U.S. footprint can take
place and the steps needed to minimize risks and maximize benefits.

THE U.S. MILITARY FOOTPRINT IN THE MIDDLE
EAST

After heavy involvement in the Middle East during World War 1l, the United States maintained only a minor
footprint in the region during the Cold War, with permanent bases only in Bahrain and Turkey.* It was only
with the articulation of the Carter Doctrine, amid intensifying fear of Soviet control of oil resources in the late
1970s, that military intervention in the Middle East (and support to America’s Persian Gulf partners) became
a pillar of U.S. foreign policy. This was seen as necessary to maintain regional stability and ensure access to
cheap oil and gas coming from the Gulf, yet even then the permanent U.S. military presence remained
relatively small.?

It was the 1991 Gulf War that made the U.S. military presence a nearly ubiquitous feature of the Persian
Gulf region. To support this operation, the United States deployed over half a million service members and
built up bases.® Some of these forces returned to the United States at the end of the war, but much of the
basing infrastructure and a substantial military footprint stayed behind, with thousands of personnel
remaining in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain.*

This presence had various negative and few positive consequences. U.S. military bases in Saudi Arabia
famously became one of the motivations for Osama bin Laden’s fatwa against the United States and the
attacks of September 11, 2001.° These bases also eased the way for subsequent U.S. military actions.® A
large U.S. naval and air presence in the region was used throughout the 1990s to put pressure on lraqg’s
leader Saddam Hussein, operations that continued right up to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq.’

The 50,000 or so U.S. military personnel based in the region today represent a large decrease from the
300,000 at the height of the 2003 Iraq war, but that is still a substantial number.® The U.S. footprint
includes about 13,000 personnel in Kuwait, 10,000 in Qatar, 9,000 in Bahrain, 4,000 in Jordan, 2,500 in
Saudi Arabia, 3,000 in the UAE, and a rotational presence in Oman. The United States has one permanent
base in nearby Djibouti, which hosts about 5,000 personnel and a secondary site that is used mostly as a
hub for U.S. drone operations. These numbers represent the steady state presence prior to the outbreak of
war in 2026. Since then, surge forces have been added to support the ongoing contingency, though these
have been primarily air and naval.®

Notably, the United States has recently ended its long-time deployments in Syria and Irag. This amounts to a

reduction of only about 2,500 personnel, but it is still an important step because forces in these two
locations have been involved in combat operations for up to two decades.®
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EXISTING U.S. BASES IN THE MIDDLE EAST
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The United States has an extensive base presence in the Middle East that hosts around 50,000 military personnel, far
more than is needed to defend its interests.

The Middle East region is also home to a range of valuable U.S. military assets, including at least four of the
U.S. military’s seven deployed THAAD batteries, multiple Patriot systems, and usually four to six rotational
fighter squadrons (though this number might increase to eight).** There is also usually a carrier strike group
operating in the Middle East region, sometimes two or even three on rare occasions, which can add 7,500 or
more personnel each. Additional warships executing the naval blockade against Iran will temporarily inflate
these numbers.*?

The United States thus has a large military presence in the Middle East even during peacetime. Yet unlike in
other regions where it has a web of codified security treaties, in the Middle East the United States has only
security commitments formed through executive agreements, executive orders, or memoranda of
understanding. These commitments are generally more flexible and less binding. They are easier to break or
change, and what they demand of the United States is generally less extensive.

The U.S. security commitment to Israel, for instance, originated in a Memorandum of Agreement signed in
1975 (alongside the Sinai Il agreement), which states that the United States has a “commitment to the
survival and security of Israel” and will “make every effort to be fully responsive” to Israel’s security needs. It
pledges to “consult promptly” with Israel’s government to determine how to respond to a threat from another
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world power as long as the response accords with U.S. “constitutional practices.”*® This is, at best, a vague
commitment to assist Israel if it is attacked, which is far from a meaningful guarantee of military action. In
recent decades, the United States and Israel have signed Memoranda of Understanding, which leave intact
the original, limited U.S. commitment while laying out details of U.S. military assistance over the subsequent
10 years.* While Israel today arguably has a U.S. security guarantee more robust than that enjoyed by NATO
allies, that is a function of U.S. politics, not of any formal agreement.*®

The United States also has executive agreements (with foreign governments) and executive orders
(instructions to other U.S. government agencies) extending security commitments to Bahrain, signed in
2023, and Qatar, signed in 2025. Under the Bahrain executive agreement, the United States promises to
work with Bahrain to “deter and confront any external aggression against the territorial integrity of any of the
Parties.”*® This falls far short of an Article 5-style commitment, and as an executive agreement, could be
repealed by a president at any time; it has never been codified by Congress. In the Qatar executive order, the
United States promises to “guarantee the security and territorial integrity of the State of Qatar against
external attack” and in the event of an attack to take “all lawful and appropriate measures—including
diplomatic, economic, and, if necessary, military—to defend the interests of the United States and of the
State of Qatar.”*’ This is rhetorically more expansive than the commitment offered to Bahrain, but again it
was not approved by Congress. In practice, U.S. support to Qatar has been much narrower.

Beyond these commitments, the United States has defense cooperation agreements and access and basing
permissions from other countries across the region and sells billions of dollars in defense equipment each
year to its Gulf State partners.'® Many of these countries view bases on their soil as a kind of security
guarantee, hoping that if they are attacked, the United States will defend them, if only to defend U.S. bases.

This notion was punctured when Operation Epic Fury began. Though U.S. forces continued to defend U.S.
personnel and bases from Iranian drone and missile attacks, America’s Gulf partners often received limited
help in countering Iranian drones and missiles aimed at other targets, including energy and civilian
infrastructure. They also received little or no resupply of critical air defense missiles.’® Some countries in the
region are hopeful they might eventually get a more binding security guarantee from the United States. Saudi
Arabia has been after one for years but has been unwilling to meet the U.S. demand that it first normalize
ties with Israel in the absence of a clear roadmap for Palestinian statehood.?°

The U.S. military footprint in the Middle East is thus extensive. Its presence has endured and is central to the
region’s security architecture. However, as the first half of 2026 showed (and as has been demonstrated
repeatedly in recent decades), the United States is not always a stabilizing force in the region, nor do U.S.
military activities in the region always serve U.S. interests. It is well past time for a change.

U.S. INTERESTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST

In general, the United States should aim for a Middle East posture that is minimally sufficient to protect its
core interests. But what are those interests?

As in other regions, the use of U.S. military power in the Middle East should support two primary objectives.
The first is to ensure the physical security of the U.S. homeland. The second is to protect U.S. economic
prosperity by making sure the United States has access to key waterways and markets when required and
that no other country can dictate the terms of U.S. economic activity in the region. In practice, this means the
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United States prefers a situation in which no other power (within or outside of the region) can shut it out of
regional markets and supply chains.

Notably, this list does not include the defense of allies or partners in the region. U.S. interests may
sometimes overlap with those of these countries, but they are not the same. The United States does not
need Israel to be secure to protect its core interests, for example.

The list also does not include a U.S. interest in regional stability per se. Advocates of maintaining the U.S.
military presence in the Middle East often argue that U.S. forces are necessary to prevent regional rivalries
from erupting into conflicts or to deter the emergence of violent militant groups. There is little evidence that
U.S. military forces directly prevent these outcomes or that they are stabilizing in a more general sense. Most
types of instability in the Middle East are irrelevant to U.S. interests. The U.S. response to any crisis should
thus rest on whether one of its two primary interests is at stake.

Protecting these two primary U.S. interests is an achievable goal that requires very little U.S. military power.
For starters, there are no real threats to the U.S. homeland in the Middle East. Policymakers have long held
up the risk of international terrorism aimed at the United States, but while groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda may
once have posed a threat, they are not currently capable of launching coordinated attacks on the U.S.
homeland.*

Moreover, a review of past military-led counterterror operations suggests that they are largely ineffective at
rooting out or controlling the spread of militant groups. In Africa, for instance, the United States has spent 20
years and billions of dollars chasing terrorist organizations, only to see terrorism across the continent
increase.?? Afghanistan is another case in point. Opponents of the plan to withdraw U.S. forces from
Afghanistan argued that it would lead to a surge in terrorism directed at the United States. It did not.?

For two decades now, the United States has successfully managed terrorism as a law enforcement
challenge, relying on intelligence to uncover plots and arrest would-be perpetrators before serious attacks
occur. In many cases, these intelligence operations and arrests occur in cooperation with foreign
governments, a helpful type of partnership that should continue.?* This is the right way to approach the
problem and does not create demands for a large military presence abroad.

When the United States has identified a terrorist cell or leader overseas that it deems a real threat to its
interests, the U.S. military has usually been able to eliminate the problem through targeted operations.
Arguably, it has relied on this tool too often and in cases where U.S. interests were not really at risk, but the
broader point holds. Local partners in places like Iraq and Syria have also become adept at managing
challenges posed by isolated violent actors without U.S. assistance and again as a law enforcement
challenge.?® The United States simply does not need large numbers of military forces stationed in the Middle
East to protect its homeland against terrorism.

The other commonly mentioned threat to the U.S. homeland is Iran. The argument is that the United States
needs a presence in the Middle East to deter Iran from attacking directly or through its proxies.

The relationship between Tehran and Washington is antagonistic, but Iran does not pose a direct threat to
the U.S. homeland.?® Its missiles cannot range the United States. Its proxies are unable to attack the United
States.?” Some U.S. citizens and military personnel have been killed by Iranian proxies like Hezbollah, but
most civilian deaths have been collateral damage in attacks aimed at Israel or other targets, while military
deaths have resulted from U.S. interference in wars in Lebanon or Iraqg. This does not, of course, justify
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violence against Americans, but it does suggest that the U.S. presence creates security challenges rather
than solving them.

Members of the Trump administration have asserted that Iran is a threat to the United States because it can
strike U.S. military bases in the region, but this is only a valid argument if those bases are required for the
protection of core U.S. interests. It is not clear this is the case, and this paper argues it is not. If Iran does not
pose a threat to the U.S. homeland, then the bases are not necessary to “deter Iran from striking the
homeland” and should be closed. Similarly, if the presence of U.S. military forces intended to deter Iran
instead ends up becoming a target for Iran that requires U.S. military protection (as has occurred in 2026),
this suggests a strategic failure and the need for a new approach.

U.S. intelligence has indicated repeatedly that Iran does not have a nuclear weapon and is not actively
pursuing one but rather has used latency as a tool of deterrence.?® If Iran did try to race for a bomb, which it
might after the 2026 war, it would likely take several years, and even then Iran would not have a launch
vehicle to strike the United States.? Iranian leaders also would not use a nuclear weapon in this way, given
that the much larger U.S. nuclear arsenal would ensure their country’s destruction.

Iranian cyberattacks against the United States could pose a threat, especially those that target critical
infrastructure, as is suspected to have happened in the summer of 2026. But then the solution is better
defenses at home. A forward military presence does not stop cyberattacks.®°

When pressed, many Iran hawks will eventually admit that the focus on Iran is not about defending U.S.
national security but helping Israel’s self-defense. Secretary of State Marco Rubio himself has made this
argument.®* However, Israeli and U.S. interests are not the same, as Operation Epic Fury showed.*?
Throughout the war, it has been clear that while Israel was aiming at regime and even state collapse, U.S.
interests and goals were narrower. The two countries sometimes clashed, such as when Israel expanded its
attacks on Iranian leadership and oil infrastructure.®3

A threat to Israel is not a threat to the U.S. homeland, and U.S. national security does not depend on Israel’s
security. By the criteria set out in this paper, the defense of Israel is not a legitimate reason to keep U.S.
military forces in the Middle East. In any case, Israel has plenty of capability to defend itself, including a
nuclear deterrent.

If threats to the U.S. homeland from the Middle East are few, what about threats to U.S. economic interests?
Here, the picture is more complex, but the answer is largely the same. The biggest potential threat in this
area would be the rise of a hegemon able to control the region in ways that affect U.S. economic interests,
including dictating the terms of trade (such as oil prices) or shutting off the United States from key supply
chains or resources. A similar set of threats might emerge if a regional war resulted in the shutdown of oil
production for an extended period or caused a global price spike that threatened U.S. economic interests.

But both of these outcomes are unlikely for a number of reasons. First, U.S. economic interests in the region
are very limited, so crises that would require military intervention are unlikely. The United States is still
affected by changes in oil supply that can drive up gas prices and cause recessions (even if it imports less oil
and gas than in the past).>* The United States still looks to the Gulf States for fertilizer and other
commodities, and has shown interest in investing more heavily in the region’s technology and Al sectors.*®
Still, even in a worst-case scenario, the United States could likely find replacements for these commodities
and opportunities. The United States can also mitigate its vulnerability to oil supply shocks and price
increases by investing in alternative pipelines, deepening reserves, or diversifying its energy at home.3°
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Second, and more to the point, the rise of a regionally dominant power that forecloses U.S. economic access
is extremely unlikely. There is simply no viable contender within the region. Some have argued that Israel
aims for a position of regional hegemony, but its ability to achieve this status is questionable.®” Israel may
have the strongest military in the region, but its ability to act with impunity exists only due to its backing from
the United States. It is far too small (its population is around 10 million, its economy only half the size of
those of regional leaders like Saudi Arabia and Turkey, and its military depth insufficient) to take on a
coalition of regional rivals, even if it does have some latitude vis-a-vis its neighbors.*®

Iran has one of the strongest military forces in the region (behind Israel and probably Turkey), but it seems
an unlikely hegemonic contender, especially after the 2026 war significantly set back its capabilities. Iran’s
economy has historically been one of the largest in the region, but U.S. sanctions have taken their toll, and
the country faces massive inflation and growing debt. Iran’s regional rivals like Saudi Arabia and the UAE are
also unlikely to accept its regional dominance, pushing back against any attempt by Tehran to assert it.°

Some have suggested that Iran’s ability to disrupt traffic through the Strait of Hormuz will allow it to become
the region’s most powerful country, but this too seems unlikely.*° Iran’s geographic position is advantageous
when it comes to control of the strait, and Tehran may be able to use this advantage for leverage or
economic gain in the near and medium terms. But Hormuz's strategic value has a limited shelf life. Already,
countries are diversifying away from their dependence on the strait. U.S. support is allowing tankers to move
through the strait, if at higher cost than before.** Over time, Iran’s leverage will decrease. Control of the
Strait of Hormuz alone, then, cannot serve as a viable avenue for hegemony.

Turkey is another possible contender for hegemon, with a large economy and sophisticated military, but here
the question is one of intent. Ankara has shown little interest in dominating the Middle East and seems more
focused on solidifying its role as a hedger, able to work with Europe, Russia, Iran, and others. Though its new
agreement with Saudi Arabia and Pakistan stands to increase its regional influence (and ability to balance
Israel and Iran), Turkey is unlikely to act as a security provider. Instead, the agreement suggests a coalition-
based approach.*?

Just as there are no real hegemonic contenders inside the Middle East, there are also no real contenders
outside of it. Russia, still tied up in Ukraine, does not have the military power or diplomatic bandwidth to
make a play for regional dominance now, and after the war its focus will be on reconstitution and rebuilding
its political influence in its near abroad.*®* China, on the other hand, has an interest in increased trade in the
Middle East, and Chinese firms compete with U.S. ones there. But China has limited capability and no
evident intent to become the region’s security guarantor.** The United States might find ways to better
compete for Middle East markets, but it does not need military power for that, let alone to forestall the rise
of a Chinese hegemon.*®

Even without a hegemonic contender, there is still the possibility that weak actors could cut off access to
trade routes and maritime chokepoints in the Middle East, as the Houthis did to the Bab el-Mandeb in
2023-2024, causing disruptions to oil and commodity markets.*® For the United States, such obstructions
would pose a challenge but not an existential threat. The United States was able to weather the Red Sea
disruptions both because there was an alternative route and because it does not rely heavily on that
chokepoint for commercial trade.*” The near-closure of the Strait of Hormuz has been more damaging,
driving up oil prices due to disruptions in the global market, but the U.S. economy has been largely robust to
this shock.*®

It is certainly in U.S. interests to keep these waterways open, and it might make sense to keep the capacity
to rotate military forces into the region if needed to support the security of maritime transit. However, the
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goal of any operation would be narrowly focused on U.S. interests, securing windows of control that allow for
the movement of cargoes core to the U.S. economy, rather than unconditional freedom of navigation for all
states.

U.S. TRADE WITH GLOBAL REGIONS (IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS)
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The United States has an interest in maintaining open trade routes in the Middle East, but it does the vast majority of its
trade elsewhere, meaning economic obstructions are not existential threats.

There are two plausible situations in which a U.S. intervention might be needed. First, if an obstruction so
disrupted oil markets that Washington decided it was necessary to conduct limited escort operations, as it
has done in the Strait of Hormuz since April 2026, to ease pressure on supply and prices.*® Such an
operation would likely be sustainable on a temporary basis and would require access to some bases in the
region. A better long-term strategy would, of course, be to reduce U.S. dependence on oil. Second,
interdiction of other key commodities could become so acute as to pose challenges for U.S. industry,
including fertilizer for farming or helium for medical use. The United States is resilient to such shocks, but it
is possible that in an extreme case, a president might see the need for some limited U.S. intervention.>®

Still, in either case, the military forces required would be small in number. They could conduct operations
from a few regional operating locations rather than permanent bases, and even from the U.S. homeland in
the case of bomber flights. Aircraft carriers and other naval assets rotated into the region could support this
goal but would not replace regional basing access entirely. Naval forces would need a local logistics and
resupply hub, and although carrier-based airpower benefits from the mobility of the carrier itself, carrier
runways cannot be easily repaired once damaged.

Most importantly, as demonstrated in 2026, the presence of large numbers of U.S. military forces and bases
in the Middle East does not guarantee that sea lanes will remain open nor does it provide an easy way to re-
open them following an interdiction. Arguments that U.S. personnel must stay to ensure open waterways are
thus unwarranted. In fact, some might argue it is the presence of U.S. military forces that has caused these
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interdictions of traffic. Military forces can act to relieve pressure, but only diplomatic approaches can keep
these commercial routes accessible. The United States should reduce its dependence on the Strait of
Hormuz, diversify suppliers for key inputs to the U.S. economy, and encourage regional exporters to build
redundancy by relying more heavily on alternative transport routes.>*

For the same reason, arguments that the U.S. military presence is needed in the region to provide “stability”
fall flat.>? There is little evidence that the United States has been a stabilizing force in the region or helps to
manage regional rivalries. The United States has instead been responsible for at least two wars (Iraq in
2003 and Iran in 2026) and the rise of several terrorist groups, including ISIS (which resulted in a U.S.
intervention of its own). It seems likely the region can do at least as well on its own.

The bottom line is that what is required in the Middle East to protect core U.S. interests is quite limited.
There are few if any major threats to the U.S. homeland from the Middle East and there are few threats to
limited U.S. economic interests. The next section will consider the U.S. military alliances, basing, and posture
required to support these narrow tasks.

WHAT MILITARY COMMITMENTS ARE NEEDED
TO PROTECT U.S. INTERESTS?

The limited scope of U.S. interests at stake in the Middle East suggests that U.S. commitments and posture
in the region must also be changed.

PARTNERS

The narrow U.S. interests defined here mean that none of the informal commitments the United States has
in the Middle East should be maintained. The most substantial, and controversial, U.S. partner, Israel, is no
exception. U.S. financial and military support for Israel is unnecessary to protect U.S. economic interests and
counter terrorism. One could argue that U.S. relations with Israel are now counterproductive in both areas,
since support for Israel may encourage terrorism directed at the United States while U.S.-funded or
supported Israeli wars have led to Houthi and Iranian attacks on shipping and produced a near-closure of
the Strait of Hormuz.

The United States therefore should end its security commitment to Israel, eliminating the $3.8 billion in aid it
gives each year and making clear that in the future, U.S. military support, direct and indirect, will depend
entirely on U.S. interests. This would mean terminating and not renewing the current MOU with Israel without
replacing it with other forms of aid or defense integration. It would also mean communicating to Israel the
limits of U.S. support and making clear that Jerusalem should not assume that the United States will provide
direct military assistance in the future.®>® Of course, this would not rule out the possibility of a crisis in which
U.S. leaders decided there was a U.S. interest worth offering Israel assistance. But a step back from Israel
would set more rigid boundaries on the bilateral relationship.

While providing for Israel’s security is not a goal that should drive U.S. force posture, it should be noted that
this shift would not endanger Israel. It is true that Israel relies heavily on the U.S. for air defense, weapons,
and intelligence sharing, and for access to specialized U.S. capabilities, including refueling. But Israel needs
U.S. support most for offensive operations at a distance, as against Iran, rather than defense against
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aggression. And Israel, with a sophisticated military built with hundreds of billions of dollars in U.S.
assistance and a nuclear triad to deter attacks, is quite capable of defending its territory.>*

Without U.S. backing, Israel would struggle to maintain the aggressive military operations it has favored in
recent years. Reduced U.S. support could provide an incentive for Israel to seek détente with nearby states
rather than trying to destabilize them and create buffer zones of failed states on its borders. This would
decrease the demands of its self-defense and reduce Israel’s appeals for support from the United States.
Limiting U.S. support to Israel might be self-reinforcing.

This constrained U.S. approach to military partnerships in the region should not be limited to Israel. The
United States should end executive agreements that include promises (no matter how empty) of U.S. support
to a country’s national defense, including to Bahrain and Qatar, as well as tacit commitments made by
current and past administrations. That the United States does not actually intend to fight for Saudi Arabia,
the UAE, or other Gulf States should be obvious since, as noted above, Washington did little to help these
countries defend their civilian and energy infrastructure from Iranian missile attacks. Similarly, when the
Houthis resumed their attacks on Saudi Arabia in the fall of 2026, the United States refused pleas to get
directly involved.®® Formalizing this position would be in U.S. interests as it recalibrates its posture in the
region.

Most importantly, Washington will need to communicate to all regional players that it will no longer serve as
the region’s security guarantor or balancer of last resort. This means that the Gulf States and Israel will be
better off arming themselves and working to build diplomatic ties with Iran to prevent war—that is, to balance
defense and accommodation. This will take time, as it will mean overcoming long-lasting regional rivalries,
but there are already signs that countries like Saudi Arabia are engaging with Iran with an eye toward future
regional stability.>® The United States does not need to wait to adjust its commitments or posture until the
region fully adapts to this new reality. In fact, changes to the U.S. military footprint may be required to
convince countries that the United States is serious about leaving.

POSTURE AND BASING

With changes in commitments, changes in posture and basing will also be both possible and necessary.
Currently, U.S. military forces based forward offer more risk than reward. In the 12-Day War and Operation
Epic Fury, the United States found that its bases in the region were not that useful because they could not be
properly defended, were too damaged, or regional partners denied access permissions.®’ During Operation
Midnight Hammer, which saw U.S. forces strike Iranian facilities in 2025, many Gulf States restricted how
Washington could use bases, forcing the United States to rely on fighter jets from Europe and bombers
based in the homeland. Though this may not have measurably affected U.S. operations in this short
campaign, it was a reminder that bases in the region offer fewer operational benefits but create significant
liabilities when adversaries like Iran look to retaliate.>®

In Operation Epic Fury, U.S. bases in countries across the Middle East came under heavy Iranian fire, forcing
operations to move to hotels and elsewhere. CENTCOM had to move assets like aircraft and warships out of
Bahrain, the UAE, and Kuwait, positioning them farther west in Jordan and Saudi Arabia.?® Even these bases
have since come under attack, as Iranian missiles and targeting have improved.®® This trend will likely
continue both due to indigenous development and assistance from Russia and China.®*

Bases that become missile targets during a conflict cannot help protect U.S. interests, especially if they are
so vulnerable as to be largely unusable. Similarly, bases that must constantly be reinforced do more to harm
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U.S. security, by creating new burdens and requirements, than they do to advance it. The vulnerability of
regional bases can be lessened by investing in hardening and better air defense or by dispersing forces, but
doing so is costly. In the Middle East, this cost seems unjustified because the U.S. interests in the region are
so narrow. Simply closing the bases is a better approach.

Neither of the tasks necessary to protect U.S. interests in the Middle East—responding to terrorist threats to
the homeland and preserving limited U.S. economic interests—requires a large military footprint or extensive
military bases. For the first objective, some intelligence assets based forward in the region for signals
collection along with a small number of personnel would suffice for threat identification and tracking. These
personnel might include several small Army units, or the United States could rely entirely on contractors or
civilians from a domestic intelligence agency.

For the second objective, the United States might not need to keep military forces in the region on a
permanent basis. A periodic air and naval presence should be sufficient to support limited escort operations
for commercial ships or at least to provide intelligence and air defense support to oil tankers or other
cargoes moving through contested waters in the case that a severe threat to U.S. interests emerged (at other
points, no major operational presence would be required). The operation might look similar to what the
United States is doing in the Strait of Hormuz, though regional powers might be more directly involved and
take on greater roles.

To ensure this type of power projection and military support is possible, it would be useful to have at least
some combat support and logistics personnel and systems based forward in the region and a few access
locations (though not permanent U.S. bases) to serve as operational hubs. Having a very limited footprint of
this type on a rotational basis could shorten the time to establish supply and communications lines in case
they are needed.

For both air and naval operations, the forward deployed element could be small, at most a few hundred
personnel. These deployments could be rotational, increasing or decreasing slightly based on need. At some
point, these forces might not be needed at all, and the United States could rely more heavily on regional
partners. For now, they would serve as a useful hedge during a period of transition.

No bases in the region are “safe” from Iranian missiles, but there are locations that are re/atively secure.
When choosing which facilities to retain as access locations for operations, the United States should lean
toward bases that are easier to defend.

U.S. forces should be removed from and bases closed in locations that are most vulnerable to Iranian
strikes. This would include all bases in Kuwait, Qatar, the UAE, and Bahrain.®> These moves will be politically
controversial, especially in the host countries, but they are strategically correct for the United States. During
Operation Epic Fury in 2026, these bases suffered extensive damage and made the countries hosting them
less safe rather than more.

There may be specific objections to leaving Bahrain, which hosts the headquarters of the U.S. Fifth Fleet.
However, during major crises in the region, the United States has been forced to move its ships out of
Bahrain to other locations in the region. During Operation Epic Fury, the United States was forced to go
further, relocating logistics all the way to Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean.®® Since these bases account for
about 70 percent of U.S. personnel deployed in the region, closing them and redeploying personnel
elsewhere would mark a substantial reduction in the U.S. military footprint.
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Bases in Saudi Arabia are easier to defend but have still suffered significant damage and the loss of aircraft
stationed on runways. These facilities host small numbers of personnel during peacetime and could be
easily closed.

In contrast, bases in Jordan and Oman have been among the least targeted by Iranian missiles (though both
have been struck and Jordan has seen U.S. casualties), Jordan because it is farther away and Oman
because it hosts few personnel (which would remain true under the plan proposed here). Both offer strategic
benefits geographically, with Oman sitting near but not inside the Persian Gulf and Jordan located in the far
west of the Middle East.

RECOMMENDED U.S. ACCESS LOCATIONS IN THE MIDDLE EAST
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The United States needs to retain only two access points in the Middle East to protect its interests, at Muwaffaq Salti Air
Base in Jordan and Dugm port in Oman.

To be useful in the future, any access location would need to be hardened, but the costs of these
investments for just two bases would be reasonable. This would include building hardened aircraft shelters,
protection for ships in port, and both counter-drone defenses and additional air defense assets (or at least
moving these systems into the region when required). It would also mean thinking carefully about how and
when to use these access locations, which assets to keep there, and when to rely on bombers flying from the
United States and carrier-based airpower.
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Carrier-based airpower comes with advantages and disadvantages for the missions outlined here. Because
carriers are mobile, they may be more defensible than stationary bases, allowing for easier air support to
escort operations. However, over time, as missiles get more accurate, this advantage may diminish.®*
Runways on fixed bases can be repaired in a matter of hours, whereas carriers must be removed from the
theater and can take months or years to re-enter service once they are damaged.®® For now, the U.S. military
should keep both options open for the Middle East, with carriers available for temporary deployments and
access options.

To meet the military requirements outlined above, the United States could retain two access locations:

e Oman’s Dugm port would become the new center of naval operations with a small command and
logistical presence and the capabilities to support rotational deployments from U.S. warships,
including resupply. This would be a much smaller command presence than is in the region today, at
most a few hundred personnel during peacetime, to match the reduced scope of U.S. naval
operations. Some intelligence assets could be based at this location as well.

e Muwaffaq Salti Air Base in Jordan would serve as the hub for U.S. air operations in the region,
hosting intelligence and reconnaissance aircraft and capabilities, combat support, air defense, and
other key assets. It could also host fighter squadrons when appropriate. Drone operations could be
coordinated out of this location. Investments in hardening could help reduce the risk of damage from
future Iranian attacks.

The United States would also close its drone base and drone location in Djibouti, which would no longer be
necessary for operations in the Middle East and would not be needed in Africa given the limited U.S. security
and economic interests in that region.

Some might argue that instead of Jordan and Oman, the United States should make use of bases inside
Israel, which is farther west and better protected by air defenses.®® This is a bad idea.

First, it would work against efforts to reduce U.S. military involvement in Israel’s defense by further linking
the two militaries and forcing the United States to continue defending Israel because U.S. troops are
stationed there. Second, it could encourage risk-taking by giving the Israeli government confidence that it
has American backing. Finally, as Iranian missiles become more precise, Israel will not be any safer than the
locations recommended here.

In total, under the proposal outlined here, the United States might keep around 500 personnel spread
across Jordan and Oman, which could also host necessary intelligence assets and missions. This presence
might increase if U.S. warships or fighter aircraft rotate through the region, but that would be on a temporary
basis only.

There would be no plan, however, to have a rotational aircraft carrier strike group in the region, as this is
unnecessary. A carrier could always return if it were needed to rapidly increase air power and other naval
vessels are highly mobile.

Table 1 compares U.S. posture and commitments today with those proposed here.
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TABLE 1: U.S. DEFENSE COMMITMENTS NOW VS. PROPOSED
 ew [ ewew

Bahrain

Djibouti
Iraq

Israel

Jordan
Kuwait
Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia
Syria

UAE

Region-wide
rotational
forces

Total

U.S. defense U.S. defense
commitment Footprint commitment
Executive 9,000
agreement
5,000
0
De facto Minimal/air
guarantee defense only
MOU with military
aid
4,000
Informal 13,000
Rotational
Executive order 10,000
Informal 2,500
0
Informal 3,000
4-6 fighter
squadron
1-3 CSGs
~50,000

Footprint
0

0
0
0

A few hundred
0
A few hundred
0
0
0
0

1 fighter squadron
3-5 warships
(destroyer and/or
other)

500

IMPLEMENTATION: TIMELINE AND RISKS

The changes proposed here are substantial. They will require unwinding bases and commitments that have
been in place for decades. Retrenchment can occur in phases over a period of several years following the
end of combat operations against Iran. The process will be helped by the fact that the 2026 war has forced a
partial U.S. withdrawal from some bases close to Iran. Additionally, many bases have been severely
damaged by Iranian attacks, offering the option of simply not rebuilding or repairing them. (However, it is
worth noting that the scope of damage is unknown as the United States government has restricted access to

real-time satellite data.)

The biggest obstacles to retrenchment will be political. A full discussion of these issues is not the subject of
this report, but they do not rule out the changes recommended here. Of all the political challenges, changing
the U.S. relationship with Israel will likely be hardest of all, as it will require overcoming resistance in
Congress and elsewhere. However, a committed executive can make the change and would have public
opinion behind them. Polls show that younger Americans have a more negative opinion of Israel and support

a shift in U.S.-Israel policy.®’

Pushback from other Middle Eastern states may pose additional obstacles, though with less domestic
political intensity. Having U.S. bases on their territory may give the Gulf States a degree of security, acting as
a deterrent to attacks by stronger neighbors. Many U.S. political figures have close personal relationships
with the leaders of the Gulf States, and these countries also have powerful Washington lobbies.®®
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However, attitudes are shifting. Countries across the region are questioning the reliability and benefits of the
U.S. commitment. They've come to see U.S. bases as a liability because those facilities have become the
favorite targets of Iranian missiles. States that have cooperated with the United States have borne the costs
of that cooperation.®® This does not mean they are ready to kick out U.S. military forces, but they may not
push back much if the United States declares its intention to leave.

The United States can ease the region’s transition to a new security order by conducting its withdrawal
gradually. To some extent, this is required no matter what, as it will take time to reposition U.S. assets and
find new locations for deployed personnel. With a much-reduced set of regional commitments, the United
States should not be afraid to cut force structure (especially ground units) that is no longer needed.”

A phased U.S. retrenchment should move from the east of the region to the west. The first bases closed and
the first personnel moved should be the most vulnerable, including in Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, and the UAE.
Some of these personnel may already have been moved to safer locations in their host countries or to other
bases, but any that remain can be returned to the United States and relocated personnel could quickly
follow.

In other cases, forces might be shifted to the west, including to Prince Sultan Air Base, which could serve as
a temporary location for some of the U.S. air, logistics, and support personnel, along with other smaller
facilities in Saudi Arabia and Jordan. In a first phase, it might make sense, for instance, to cut the number of
fighter squadrons from four-to-six down to two-to-three, with one located in Jordan and one or two in Saudi
Arabia. Additionally, some of the current force structure, maybe 15,000 personnel, could be spread to bases
across these two countries. Naval assets could also be consolidated gradually, with aircraft carriers and their
associated ships leaving over time. The second phase could include the rest of the necessary reductions,
excepting the small naval and air support and intelligence presence left behind.

Of course, any change in U.S. posture and the U.S. role in the region comes with risks. The first is the risk of
escalation or even conflict without U.S. forces. Countries used to U.S. support (especially Israel) may react to
U.S. retrenchment by speeding their own military buildups. This is a potentially good thing, especially if it
contributes to balancing, but it could be dangerous if investment focuses only on offensive capabilities such
as ballistic or hypersonic missiles, which could lead to arms races that risk miscalculation and war. If
rearmament does not occur alongside dialogue, it could result in escalation rather than deterrence and
stability. There is also the risk of preemptive war, especially by Israel if it fears that rearmament by its Arab
neighbors will create future security threats.

The risk of nuclear proliferation in the event of a U.S. pullback is also nonzero. Without U.S. support, no
matter how minimal, countries like Saudi Arabia may turn to nuclear weapons as the best way to guarantee
their security. Riyadh already has been pushing for a nuclear deal with the United States that would offer
some opportunities for domestic nuclear enrichment.”* Iran, too, may continue to pursue a nuclear program
in the future. These are risks to be grappled with, but they should not prevent U.S. retrenchment. The reality
is that even if the United States remains invested in the Middle East, there is a significant potential—perhaps
even greater potential—for nuclear proliferation.

The U.S. presence and involvement in the Middle East have not been stabilizing forces. In recent decades,
the United States has started wars, assassinated leaders, and fueled regional rivalries. Its military
dominance has fostered dependency across the Gulf and stymied efforts at building an inclusive security
architecture that might stabilize the region. Even the Abraham Accords, which have been effective at
building ties between Israel and its Gulf State neighbors, have been counterproductive in the medium term
by advancing a “security bloc” model that has deepened tensions between Iran and the rest of the region. It

15 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES il



AN ACCESS-ONLY POSTURE FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

is possible that without U.S. interference, the Middle East might find a better balance, with conflict becoming
less likely. Israel, for instance, might be less empowered and act less aggressively without unconditional U.S.
backing.”

A second risk, often raised by critics of any plan to reduce U.S. force posture, is that new threats will emerge
and the United States will be unprepared to address them, either because it does not have the forces in the
region or it cannot operate effectively with regional partners without a constant presence. These concerns
have little merit. For starters, the United States can surge air and naval power to the Middle East in relatively
short order and has rapid reaction ground forces. Leaving sufficient U.S. intelligence assets in the region is
one way to make sure the United States has ample warning of emerging threats and plenty of time to
respond. The Pentagon can also rely on over-the-horizon tools, such as long-range bombers and drone
strikes, to eliminate specific threats, as it has done frequently for several decades.

A final risk is that as they become independent in the security sphere, states in the region will become less
susceptible to U.S. coercion and may act in ways inconsistent with U.S. preferences. To some extent, this is
true even now. That the U.S. military presence ensures policy influence is something of a myth. States across
the Middle East have shown their willingness to push back on the United States. Saudi Arabia has refused to
join the Abraham Accords and, along with the UAE and Israel, is pursuing deeper economic ties with China
despite U.S. protestations.” Several countries in the region have also declined U.S. requests to use their
bases for operations against Iran.”

In an increasingly multipolar world, the United States will have to accept that even its traditional clients will
become more independent. With more options available, they will have more freedom to maneuver and
make their own decisions in the foreign policy space. The United States will still have ways to impact their
choices, including economic tools and diplomatic outreach. On net, however, the reduced U.S. military
footprint in the Middle East will offer benefits that far outweigh any lost influence.

THE WAY AHEAD

Although major and formal changes to the U.S. military footprint in the Middle East are unlikely before the
end of the war with Iran, some are already happening in a de facto sense. In the past year, the United States
has left Syria and Iraq, and many forces and operations have been moved out of Bahrain and Kuwait. Even
as the war with Iran continues, some forces and assets can be consolidated to reduce the number of
locations that the United States has to defend. But the United States should also focus immediately on
increasing investments in base hardening, including building more hardened aircraft shelters and reinforced
intelligence and logistics centers, at locations that it might keep as forward operating locations.

The United States will be better off without its military presence in the Middle East. To date, U.S. involvement
has brought more misery than good to both Americans and those in the region. Leaving the Middle East
would go a long way toward correcting U.S. strategic overreach. It would remove the temptation every U.S.
president feels to intervene in issues that are not core to U.S. interests.

The time is right to bring this cycle to an end.
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