
NEW U.S. MILITARY BASES : 
SIDE EFFECTS OR 
CAUSES OF WAR?

Dr. Zoltán Grossman
Member of the Faculty (Geography/NAS)

The Evergreen State College, Olympia, Wash.

http://academic.evergreen.edu/g/grossmaz

Article at www.counterpunch.org/zoltanbases.html



The Post-Cold War is Over
New geopolitical picture:

U.S. only military superpower.

Rise of Europe, East Asia as economic superpowers.

U.S. using military strength to offset (relative) decline 
in economic status.

Tripolar
Economy



New U.S. aims
Short-term aims are new military bases  
and control over oil economy.

Long-term aim is U.S. “sphere of influence”
in the Eurasian “middle ground” between 
the E.U., Russia, and East Asia.

Some parallels with Mackinder’s Heartland
Theory, Kennan’s Containment Doctrine



“Next to the U.S. nuclear monopoly, there was no more universally recognized symbol 
of the nation’s superpower status than its overseas basing system.”
-- James Blaker, former Senior Advisor to the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1990



Military bases network history

Bases to secure U.S. land base 
in Indian Wars, Civil War 

“Coaling stations” for maritime power

Early naval stations in Hawaii, Haiti,
Central America

Bases for overseas imperialism
Cuba (Guantanamo), Philippines (Subic), 

Puerto Rico, Guam, Panama

Nicaragua

Cuba



Purposes of military bases

Force projection

Listening post / surveillance

Prepositioning supplies

Training & munitions testing

Medical, brig, R&R facilities

and more….



Bases as “tripwires”

Military tripwire guarantees U.S. 
intervention in a crisis (Korea)

Political tripwire cements U.S. interests in
friendly regime; increases interference (Philippines, Australia)

Easier to insert forces through base reinforcement
than outright invasion (Panama)

Putting troops in harm’s way sets up sacrifice
that builds public support for intervention?



Gender and social costs

Economic gap between Americans, locals

Racial attitudes between Americans, locals

Dangers & environmental contamination 

Prostitution and fathered children

Crimes (esp. rape) and tensions over 
Status Of Forces Agreement (SOFA)
(Cynthia Enloe)



U.S. military bases, 1989

Diego Garcia to south



New bases since 1990

1. Gulf War

2. Somalia/Yemen conflicts

3. Ex-Yugoslav wars

4. Afghan War

5. Iraq War



Wars since 1990
Insertions of U.S. military power into new strategic areas

U.S. government claims: 
“Humanitarian” interventions to halt aggression & 
terrorism, topple dictatorships, protect ethnic minorities.

Most common critique:
Extension of U.S. “imperial” influence in oil-rich regions

Another perspective:
Military & economic counterweight to emerging 
competitors (EU & Japan, China); control of their oil.



““ American vital interests in the American vital interests in the 
Central Region are longCentral Region are long--standing. standing. 
With over 65% of the worldWith over 65% of the world’’ s oil s oil 
reserves located in the Gulf states reserves located in the Gulf states 
of the regionof the region—— from which the from which the 
United States imports nearly 20% United States imports nearly 20% 
of its needs; Western Europe 43%; of its needs; Western Europe 43%; 
and Japan, 68%and Japan, 68%----the international the international 
community must have free and community must have free and 
unfettered access to the regionunfettered access to the region’’ s s 
resources.resources.””

----General J. H. Binford Peay III,    General J. H. Binford Peay III,    

Central Command (1997)Central Command (1997)
Cited in Cited in Blood and OilBlood and Oilby Michael Klare by Michael Klare 

(Metropolitan Books, 2004)(Metropolitan Books, 2004)

U.S. Central CommandU.S. Central Command



Wars Since 1990

The military bases that the wars leave behind are 
as important as the wars themselves.

U.S. not only stationed bases to wage the wars, 
but used wars as convenient opportunity
to station new bases.

725 significant bases 
in 38 countries (DoD 2002);

Others in 35+ countries

Khanabad
Uzbekistan

2001



Wars for BasesWars for Bases

Each intervention left behind string
of new and permanent U.S. military bases
(or access through “basing rights”)

Planners often view military bases as more 
significant than the wars, to anchor control 
over oil economy and regional  influence

Permanent stationing of U.S. forces has
generated resentment and suspicion among 
civilians and some leaders (“blowback”).



Gulf War I, 1991Gulf War I, 1991

New bases not
simply to counter
Saddam, but to quell
internal dissent against
monarchies.   

Continued presence of
U.S. forces has done
more to fuel attacks on
U.S. than the Gulf War
itself did.



Gulf War I, 1991Gulf War I, 1991

Bases left behind in Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf states.   

Increased importance of Turkish air 
bases in continued bombing of Iraq.

Chirac: War to secure U.S. corporate 
control over oil supply for Europe 
and Japan (not U.S. oil supply)



Gulf War I bases cluster



Somalia War, 1992Somalia War, 1992--9393

Somalia at strategic mouth of Red 
Sea, controls Suez Canal access

Ousted dictator Siad Barre had 
granted U.S. Navy basing rights in 
return for support against Soviet-
backed Ethiopia.

Barre overthrow, clan warfare, 
famine as excuse to return in 1992.

Somalia 1992



Somalia War, 1992Somalia War, 1992--9393

U.S. “peacekeepers” took sides 
against Mogadishu warlord Aidid, 
were defeated  in battle.

After withdrawal secured basing 
rights in Aden (Yemen),  on other 
side of Red Sea mouth

USS Cole attacked in Aden, 2000

Stationed troops in Djibouti, 2002

Somalia 1993

Yemen 2000

Somalia 1993Somalia 1993



Yugoslav Wars, 1995Yugoslav Wars, 1995--9999

Opposed Serbian “ethnic cleansers,”
but sided with Croatian & Albanian 
“ethnic cleansers.”

Made Bosnia and Kosovo NATO 
“protectorates”(formally in Kosovo)

under de factoethnic partition

NATO allies participated (to not be 
excluded), but did not have same 
priorities as U.S.; more independent 
EU military force being formed.



Yugoslav Wars, 1995Yugoslav Wars, 1995--9999
Left behind bases in Hungary, Bosnia,
Kosovo, Albania, Macedonia 

Eastern Europe is the “gateway to Central Asia
and the Middle East”--U.S. official, NYT 4/20/03

Pro-U.S. “New Europe” between EU, Russia?

Enormous Enormous 
Camp Camp Bondsteel Bondsteel in in 
U.S. Sector KosovoU.S. Sector Kosovo



Yugoslav Wars bases clusterYugoslav Wars bases cluster



Afghan War, 2001Afghan War, 2001--??

Ostensibly reaction to 9/11, but 
war against Taliban already in 
planning.

Left behind bases in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 
Kyrgyzstan (U.S. only).

Taking sides in internal Afghan 
warlord disputes (like in Somalia) 
also risks “blowback.”



Complex Afghan ethnic geography



Caspian Caspian 
BasinBasin

oil and gasoil and gas
pipelinespipelines

1996 Unocal plans
for route across
Afghanistan 



Afghan oil/gas connectionAfghan oil/gas connection

Premier Karzai and U.S. envoy Khalilzad
are both former Unocal reps.

Central Asian bases guard new oil infrastructure;
risk local “blowback” and Chinese reaction.



“When the Afghan conflict is over we will not leave 
Central Asia. We have long-term plans and interests 
in this region and... its countries will be given 
assistance…in exchange for concrete steps…”

-- Elizabeth Jones, Assistant Secretary of State, 2001

Staying in Central AsiaStaying in Central Asia

Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan



Afghan War bases cluster



Iraq War , 2003Iraq War , 2003--??
Part of “Axis of Evil” as the main 
obstacles to U.S. Sphere of Influence.

No credible Iraqi faction to rule;
Many Saddam opponents oppose
US/UK occupation

New Iraqi government instability 
is excuse to keep U.S. military
command to 2006 & bases beyond

Black Sea bases in Romania, Bulgaria;
Plans for Poznan air base in Poland



Staying in Staying in IraqIraq
U.S. military plans to keepbases
in Bashur (north), Tallil (south),
Al-Asad (west), Balad (central),
and Baghdad/airport;
~10 other locations

“The whole reason for the war
is to get American troops into the
region to put pressure on other
governments. This is going to be 
the main American military base
in the region”

George Friedman/Strategic Forecasting

Tallil air base, Iraq







14 14 ““ enduringenduring
basesbases ”” iinclude:nclude:
BaghdadBaghdad
MosulMosul
TajiTaji
KirkukKirkuk
NasiriyahNasiriyah
TikritTikrit
FallujahFallujah
IrbilIrbil
BaladBalad
(Camp Anaconda/(Camp Anaconda/
““MortaritavilleMortaritaville””))Baghdad



NewNew U.S. military base clustersU.S. military base clusters
1. Gulf War, 

1991

2. Yugoslav Wars,
1995-99

3. Afghan War,
2001

4.  Iraq War,
2003

“Their function may be more
political than military. They
send a message to everyone.”

--Deputy Defense Secretary
Paul Wolfowitz, NYT2002



Saddam, Noriega, Aidid, 
Milosevic, Taliban
all seen as U.S. “friends”

Did them no good.

Common factorsCommon factors

Sec. Rumsfeld
shakes Saddam’s
hand in Baghdad



The regimes of most “demonized”
leaders have stayed in power longer 
than any others. They can blame U.S.
for economic problems & dissent.  

““ Search for EnemiesSearch for Enemies””
EEx-CIA official John Stockwell analysis:

U.S. government creates Third World enemies
to distract attention from domestic problems 

Castro (Cuba)

Ho (N. Vietnam)

Ayatollahs (Iran)

Qaddafi (Libya)

Noriega (Panama)

Saddam (Iraq)Kims (N. Korea)



War as an opportunityWar as an opportunity
1991:  Iraq invaded as its forces withdrew from Kuwait.

1992:  Somalia invaded even though famine lessened.

1999:   Yugoslavia bombed even though Serbia
agreeing to withdraw from Kosovo.

2001:  Afghanistan bombed even though some 
Taliban factions willing to give up Bin Laden.

2003: Iraq invaded as it increased cooperation with U.N.

Not a conspiracy, but seizing opportunity:
choosing fights that afford the best strategic positions



Staying is more importantStaying is more important
than winningthan winning

Weakened Iraq, but not overthrew Saddam
or backed Shi’ite rebellions in 1991.

Withdrew from Somalia but moved
naval basing to Yemen.

Took over Afghanistan but “failed” to
capture Bin Laden or Omar.

Would have invaded Iraq even if Saddam ousted
(Ari Fleischer, March 18, 2003)



If U.S. wins, it may If U.S. wins, it may 
be asked to leavebe asked to leave

Saddam’s capture strengthened Iraqi
Shi’ite resolve for U.S. withdrawal

Enemies are sometimes more useful
alive and free long enough for them to 
justify the permanent stationing of forces.



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
Iran or SyriaIran or Syria
Iran in “Axis of Evil” as the main 
obstacle to U.S. Sphere of Influence.
(U.S. bombers in Iran until Shah’s fall)

Iran oil economy not under U.S. control.

Iran nuclear program possible target.

U.S. undercutting Iranian moderates;
accusing of interference in Iraq.

Syria’s Ba’ath Party accused of Iraq
insurgent links, chemical arms, etc.



Palestinian obstaclePalestinian obstacle

Pro-Israel stance making U.S. interventions difficult.

Solution: Install weakened Palestinian leader
in Kosovo-style U.S. protectorate?

U.S. military/CIA increasing role in West Bank/Gaza



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
Somalia or YemenSomalia or Yemen

Bin Laden father from
eastern Yemen, Al-Qaeda 
trainers were in Somalia.

Using Al-Qaeda as reason
to return for naval basing rights.

Using indirect methods to
avoid disaster:naval patrols,
intelligence, training local forces,
Predator drone missile strikes,
attacks on pirates/militias

YemenYemen

SomaliaSomalia



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
Georgia or AzerbaijanGeorgia or Azerbaijan

Georgia along planned oil pipeline 
route from Azerbaijan to Turkey.

Training Azerbaijanis as counterweight 
to Russia, angering Armenia / Karabakh
(strengthening Armenian ties to Russia)

Putin joins U.S. in anti-OPEC bloc
Russians flatten ChechenRussians flatten Chechen

capital city of capital city of GroznyGrozny

U.S. troopsU.S. troops
In GeorgiaIn Georgia

Training Georgians to fight “al-Qaeda”
in Pankisi Gorge along Chechen border



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
The PhilippinesThe Philippines

U.S. opposes Abu Sayyaf:
Thuggish outgrowth of Moro 
Insurgency in south, with
weak link to Al Qaeda.

U.S. evicted from bases in 
1991; new deployment as
excuse for new basing rights.

Risk of expanding fight to other
Moro or Communist rebels.

Visiting Forces Agreement renews U.S.
access to former Subic Bay Naval Base.

U.S. troops land to train Filipino
forces on Jolo Island off Mindanao



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
North KoreaNorth Korea

North Korea part of 
“Axis of Evil”
to justify criticized 
bases in South Korea,
and Japan/Okinawa.

Inserting U.S. power 
back in East Asia
to counteract growing 
Chinese power.

Okinawa,Okinawa,
JapanJapan

South KoreaSouth Korea



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
Colombia or VenezuelaColombia or Venezuela

Colombia 3rd-largest aid recipient;
Anti-drug campaign morphing into 
counterinsurgency, guarding
oil pipelines

Manta air base in Ecuador
near Colombia

U.S. acquiesced in attempted coup 
vs. Chávez in Venezuela (OPEC)

Hugo ChHugo Ch áávez  vez  
after coup after coup 
attempt inattempt in

VenezuelaVenezuela ,,
20042004

Patch worn byPatch worn by
Colombian troopsColombian troops

guarding oil facilitiesguarding oil facilities



Wars in the making: Wars in the making: 
North and West AfricaNorth and West Africa

Discussions to set up
small bases in Morocco,
Algeria, Tunisia

Training of government
armies in Niger, Chad,
Mali, Mauritania

Lost ex-colony Liberia as
listening post; increased
naval presence along West
Africa’s oil-rich coasts

Algeria

Liberia



Substitutes for unpopular basesSubstitutes for unpopular bases

Eastern European bases substitute for German bases

Iraqi, Kuwaiti bases substitute for Saudi bases

Filipino bases substitute for S. Korean, Okinawan bases?

Less obtrusive presence, but not full withdrawal
Different “R&R” strategies in Gulf, Kosovo

GermanyGermany SaudiSaudi
ArabiaArabia



Positioning of new basesPositioning of new bases
More small forward deployments, base access agreements
More flexibility: Small base can quickly be turned into large base

Privatize services, training, logistics 
with civilian contractors

Less sprawling, less visible 
off-base presence

Families not brought to new bases
More male / wives become single moms



ShortShort--term reasonsterm reasons
To reestablish ousted U.S. military bases.

To establish strings of new U.S. military bases.
(Like Romans, to use military prowess to offset relative economic decline.)

To establish control over oil for Europe, Asia.



LongLong--term reasonsterm reasons

To establish new U.S. Sphere of Influence
(Poland to Pakistan and beyond). 

To counteract the rise of European political 
bloc of E.U. (Germany) & Russia

Counteract emergence of East Asian 
economic bloc & Chinese military power.  

Joined by some allies because of overlapping 
priorities, fear of exclusion from carving out 
new order.



U.S. public support?U.S. public support?

Strong support for “security” against Al Qaeda; 
(heightened by “terror alerts”) and for oil control.

Yet loss of public support if wars extended to
Iran, Syria, Cuba, Venezuela/Colombia, etc.

Increased vulnerability; risk of further “blowback”if military 
bases overextended, and wars and occupations constant.

Solution to Islamist militancy is to reduce poverty, 
corruption and foreign occupation in the Muslim world. 
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