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Middle East

The Middle East—strategically situated at the 
intersection of Europe, Asia, and Africa—has 
been an important focus for U.S. foreign poli-

cy for the past four decades. U.S. security relation-
ships in the region are built on pragmatism, shared 
security concerns, and armament deals worth bil-
lions of dollars annually. The U.S. also maintains a 
long-term interest in the Middle East related to the 
region’s economic importance as the world’s prima-
ry source of oil and gas.

The region is home to a wide array of cultures, 
religions, and ethnic groups, including sizable pop-
ulations of Arabs, Jews, Kurds, Persians, and Turks, 
among others. The region is home to the three Abra-
hamic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, 
in addition to many smaller religions like the Bahá’í, 
Druze, Yazidi, and Zoroastrian faiths. It contains 
many predominantly Muslim countries as well as 
the world’s only Jewish state.

The Middle East is a deeply sectarian region. These 
longstanding sectarian divisions, exacerbated by 
religious extremists vying for power, are important 
aspects of many of the challenges faced today in the 
region. In some cases, these sectarian divides go back 
centuries. Contemporary conflicts, however, have less 
to do with these histories than with modern extrem-
ist ideologies and the fact that modern-day borders in 
the region often do not reflect the cultural, ethnic, or 
religious realities. The borders in the region today are 
the results of decisions taken by the British, French, 
and other powers during and soon after World War I 
as they dismantled the Ottoman Empire.61

In a way not understood by many in the West, reli-
gion remains a prominent, if not predominant, fact 
of life for the modern Middle East. At the heart of 
many of the region’s conflicts is the struggle within 
Islam between Sunnis and Shias. This struggle dates 
back to the death of the prophet Muhammad in 632 
AD.62 The Sunni Muslims, who form the majority of 
the world’s Muslim population, hold power in most 
of the Arab countries in the Middle East.

But to see the current instability in the Middle 
East through the lens of a Sunni–Shia conflict does 
not show the full picture. The cultural and historical 
division between Persians and Arabs has reinforced 
the Sunni–Shia split. This Sunni Arab distrust of 
Persian/Shia Iran, compounded by clashing nation-
al and ideological interests, has fueled instability in 
Bahrain, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria.

In addition to cultural and religious differenc-
es, current regional demographic trends also are 
destabilizing factors. The Middle East contains one 
of the world’s youngest and fastest-growing popula-
tions. In most of the West, this would be viewed as 
an advantage, but not in the Middle East. Known as 

“youth bulges,” these demographic tsunamis have 
overwhelmed the inadequate political, economic, 
and educational infrastructures in many countries 
in the region. The lack of access to education, jobs, 
and meaningful political participation fuels dis-
content. As over 40 percent of regional inhabitants 
are between the ages of 15 and 29, this demographic 
bulge will continue to have a substantial effect on 
political stability across the region.63
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The Middle East contains more than half the 
world’s global oil reserves and is the chief oil-
exporting region in the world. As the biggest oil 
consumer in the world, the U.S. has a vested inter-
est in maintaining the free flow of oil and gas from 
the region. This is true even though the U.S. actu-
ally imports relatively little of its oil from the 
region.64 Oil is a fungible commodity, and the U.S. 
economy remains vulnerable to sudden spikes in 
world oil prices.

Also, many U.S. allies are dependent on Middle 
East oil and gas so there is a second-order effect to 
the U.S. if supply from the Middle East is reduced 
or compromised. For example, U.S. ally Japan (the 
world’s 3rd largest economy) is the world’s largest 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) importer and, on aver-
age, an LNG ship enters Tokyo harbor every 20 
hours. Qatar is the second largest supplier of LNG 
to Japan. Another U.S. ally in Asia, South Korea (the 
world’s 14th largest economy), is dependent on the 
Middle East for 87 percent of its crude oil imports (as 
of 2013). The U.S. might not be dependent on Middle 
East oil or LNG but the economic consequences aris-
ing from a major disruption to supplies would ripple 
across the globe.

The Middle East is also growing financial and 
logistics hubs along some of the busiest transconti-
nental trade routes in the world. One of the region’s 
economic bright spots in terms of trade and com-
merce is found in the Persian Gulf. The emirates of 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), along with Qatar, are competing to become 
the top financial center in the region. Like the rest 
of the world, the Middle East was hit by the glob-
al financial crisis of 2008 and subsequent reces-
sion, but many oil-exporting countries have made 
an economic recovery due to high oil prices. Even 
so, the Middle East is full of economic extremes, 
for example:

 l Qatar is the world’s wealthiest country in terms 
of GDP per capita while Yemen, a mere 700 miles 
away (roughly the distance between New York 
City and Atlanta) ranks 151st in the world.

 l Saudi Arabia has 265 billion barrels of proven oil 
reserves. It shares a nearly 500-mile-long border 
with Jordan, but Jordan has just 1 million barrels 
of proven oil reserves.

 l According to the 2014 Index of Economic Freedom, 
published by The Heritage Foundation and The 
Wall Street Journal, Bahrain ranks 13th in the 
world in terms of economic freedom while Iran 
ranks 173rd.65

These disparities are worsened by government 
corruption across most of the region, which not only 
squanders economic resources, but also restricts 
economic competition and hinders the development 
of free enterprise.

The economic situation, in part, drives the politi-
cal environment in the region. The lack of econom-
ic freedom was an important factor leading to the 
Arab Spring uprisings. The uprisings have disrupted 
economic activity, depressed foreign and domes-
tic investment, and slowed economic growth. This 
was the case when international investors started 
to shun unstable Bahrain, rocked hard by the Arab 
Spring protests, for the stability of the UAE in 2011.66

The political environment has a direct bear-
ing on how easily the U.S. military can operate in 
a region. In many Middle Eastern countries, the 
political situation remains fraught with uncertainty. 
The Arab Spring uprisings that began in early 2011 
have formed a regional sandstorm that has erod-
ed the foundations of many authoritarian regimes, 
erased borders, and destabilized many countries in 
the region. Even so, the popular uprisings in Tuni-
sia, Libya, Egypt, Bahrain, Syria, and Yemen have 
not ushered in a new era of democracy and liberal 
rule, as many in the West were hoping. At best, these 
uprisings made slow progress toward democratic 
reform. At worst, these uprisings boosted political 
instability, exacerbated economic problems, and 
contributed to the rise of Islamist extremists.

The region is not short of security challenges for 
the U.S. and its allies. Iran uses Shia-Sunni sectarian 
divisions to exploit instability in neighboring Arab 
states and in Afghanistan. Tehran has exacerbated 
Shia-Sunni tensions to increase its influence over 
embattled regimes in the region. Tehran attempts 
to run an unconventional empire by exerting great 
influence over sub-state entities like Hamas (Pal-
estinian territories), Hezbollah (Lebanon), Mahdi 
movement (Iraq), Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, and the Houthi 
insurgents (Yemen). In Afghanistan, Tehran exerts 
influence over the Shiite Hazara population, which 
was persecuted under the Taliban. Iran also pro-
vided arms to the Taliban after it was ousted from 



119

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION 

 

power by a U.S.-led coalition.67 The Afghan city of 
Herat, near the Iranian border, has long been consid-
ered by Tehran to be part of its sphere of influence.

Iran has continued its military buildup, includ-
ing ballistic missiles that pose a growing threat to 
Israel and at least four NATO allies in southwestern 
Europe—not to mention the tens of thousands of U.S. 
troops based in the region.68 Tehran also has threat-
ened to disrupt the flow of oil and LNG from the Per-
sian Gulf if it becomes embroiled in a war against the 
U.S. or Israel.

In Syria, the Assad regime’s brutal repression of 
the peaceful demonstrations in early 2011 ignited 
a fierce civil war that has led to the deaths of more 
than 190,000 people and displaced about 2.5 mil-
lion refugees in neighboring Turkey, Lebanon, Jor-
dan, and Iraq.69 Another 6.5 million are internally 
displaced within Syria.70 The destabilizing spillover 
effect of this civil war in the region is obvious. In 
Jordan, where King Abdullah’s regime has been buf-
feted by Arab Spring protests and adverse economic 
trends, almost 10 percent of the population is now 
Syrian. This has placed even more strain on Jordan’s 
small economy, scarce water resources, and limited 
social services, creating rising resentment among 
the local population.

Thanks to the power vacuum created by the ongo-
ing civil war in Syria, Islamist extremist groups, 
including the al-Qaeda affiliated al-Nusra Front and 
the self-styled Islamic State (IS), formerly known 
as ISIS or ISIL and prior to that as al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
have carved out extensive sanctuaries where they 
are training militants from a wide variety of other 
Arab countries, Europe, and even the United States.

In late 2013, the IS exploited the Shia-dominat-
ed Iraqi government’s heavy-handed alienation, 
marginalization, and repression of the Sunni Arab 
minority in Iraq to move back across the border to 
seize territory in Iraq. By June 2014, the IS spear-
headed a broad Sunni uprising against Baghdad that 
expelled Iraqi security forces from areas predomi-
nantly populated by Sunni Arabs in northwestern 
Iraq, including Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city. In 
Syria and Iraq, the IS now controls an area the size 
of Maryland. The peshmerga militia of the Kurd-
istan Regional Government, an autonomous area 
in northeastern Iraq, took advantage of the chaos 
caused by the collapse of the Iraqi security forces 
and occupied the city of Kirkuk—long considered by 
Kurds to be rightfully theirs—a claim long denied 

by the central government in Baghdad. The IS con-
tinues to attack the Shia-dominated government in 
Baghdad, massacre Shia civilians and Sunnis that 
disagree with it, and terrorize religious and ethnic 
minorities in northern Iraq including the Christian 
community, ethnic Turkmen, and Yazidis.

Arab–Israeli tensions are another source of insta-
bility in the Middle East region. The repeated break-
down of Israeli–Palestinian peace negotiations and 
the ascension of the Hamas regime in Gaza in a 2007 
coup have created an even more antagonistic situa-
tion. Hamas, the Palestinian branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, seeks to transform the conflict from 
a national struggle over sovereignty and territo-
ry into a religious conflict in which compromise is 
denounced as blasphemy. Hamas invokes jihad in its 
struggle against Israel and seeks to destroy the Jew-
ish state and replace it with an Islamic state.

Although elected to power with 44 percent of the 
vote in the 2006 elections, Hamas has since forced 
its radical agenda on the people of Gaza, which, in 
turn, has eroded its public support and led to a high 
degree of needless suffering. Hamas has provoked 
wars with Israel in 2008, 2009, 2012, and 2014. It 
continues to pose threats to Israel and to Arab lead-
ers who have signed peace agreements with Israel 
(Egypt, Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority). As 
long as Hamas remains imbued with its Islamist 
extremist ideology, which advocates the destruc-
tion of Israel, and retains a stranglehold over Gaza, 
a sustainable Israeli–Palestinian peace agreement is 
impossible.71

Important Alliances and  
Bilateral Relations in the Middle East

The U.S. has strong military, security, intelligence, 
and diplomatic ties with multiple Middle Eastern 
nations, including Israel, Egypt, Jordan, and the 
members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).72 
Since the historical and political circumstances that 
led to the creation of NATO have largely been absent 
in the Middle East, the region lacks a similar collec-
tive security organization. Middle Eastern countries 
have traditionally preferred to have bilateral rela-
tionships with the U.S. and have shunned multilat-
eral arrangements due to the lack of trust between 
Arab States.

Often, bilateral relationships between Arab 
Middle Eastern countries and Western countries, 
including the U.S., are secretive. The opaqueness of 
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these relationships sometimes creates problems for 
the U.S. when trying to coordinate defense and secu-
rity cooperation with European allies active in the 
region (mainly the U.K. and France).

Military training is an important part of these 
relationships. In 2013 alone, USCENTCOM has con-
ducted 52 multilateral and bilateral training exer-
cises with many of these allies and partners.73 The 
main motivation behind these exercises is to ensure 
close and effective coordination with key partners 
in the region and to train Arab armed forces so they 
can take a larger share of responsibility for regional 
security. The U.S. has had mixed results in this area.

Kuwait, Bahrain, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and 
Qatar have participated in Combined Task Force-
152, formed in 2004 to maintain maritime security 
in the Persian Gulf—with Bahrain having command-
ed the task force on two separate occasions.74 Mid-
dle Eastern countries have also participated further 
afield in Afghanistan. Since 2001, Jordan, Egypt, 
Bahrain, and the UAE have supplied troops to the 
U.S.-led mission there. During the 2011 NATO-led 
operation in Libya, U.S. allies Qatar, Jordan, and the 
UAE participated to varying degrees.

However, there is still a high degree of reluctance 
in many Arab countries to tackle one of the region’s 
biggest security problems: the rise of the Islamic 
State in Syria and Iraq. It is a major source of frustra-
tion for U.S. and Western policymakers that these 
countries often prefer that the U.S. and other West-
ern powers deal with these matters on their behalf.

In addition to military training, U.S. defense rela-
tions are underpinned by huge defense equipment 
deals. Because much of it has been combat tested, 
U.S. military hardware (and to a lesser extent Brit-
ish and French hardware) is preferred across the 
region. For example, Kuwait, the UAE, Jordan, and 
Saudi Arabia have over 400 F-15, F-16, and F-18 jet 
fighter aircraft combined. In light of the Iranian 
missile threat, the UAE and Qatar have invested bil-
lions of dollars in the Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defense system. In 2010, the U.S. signed a $60 bil-
lion armaments deal—its biggest ever—with Saudi 
Arabia.75 The use of U.S.-made hardware helps with 
interoperability and lays the foundation for longer-
term engagement and cooperation in the region.

One source of strain in the relationship between 
the U.S. and its partners in the Middle East is over 
how best to halt Iran’s nuclear program. There is 
a concern in Israel and many Arab states that any 

deal with Tehran will fail to halt its drive for nucle-
ar weapons, instead paving the way for a détente 
between the U.S. and Iran that will expose U.S. allies 
to greater threats.76 Many U.S. allies in the region 
look at the U.S. treatment of Poland and the Czech 
Republic in 2009 after the abrupt cancellation of 
Phase-3 of the ballistic missile defense program in 
Europe—an ill-conceived effort to placate Russia 
ahead of the so-called Russian reset. Leaders in the 
Middle East, especially the Gulf, are concerned that 
they may receive similar treatment if the Adminis-
tration seeks an accommodation with Iran over its 
nuclear program.

Israel. America’s most important bilateral rela-
tionship in the Middle East is with Israel. Both coun-
tries are democracies, value free-market economies, 
and believe in human rights at a time when many 
countries in the Middle East reject those values. 
Israel has been designated as a Major Non-NATO 
ally (MNNA)77 because of its close ties to the U.S. A 
sign of Israel’s importance to the United States is 
the fact that, since 1948, Washington has provided it 
with approximately $121 billion in foreign aid.78 With 
support from the United States, Israel has developed 
one of the world’s most sophisticated air and missile 
defense networks.79 No significant progress is possi-
ble on peace negotiations with the Palestinians or on 
stabilizing Israel’s volatile neighborhood, without a 
strong and effective Israeli–American partnership.80

Saudi Arabia. After Israel, the U.S. military rela-
tionship is deepest with the Gulf States, including 
Saudi Arabia, which serves as de facto leader of the 
GCC. The United States started to play a more active 
role in the Persian Gulf after the United Kingdom 
completed the withdrawal of its military presence 
from bases “east of Suez” in 1971.

The United States’ relationship with Saudi Ara-
bia is based on pragmatism and is important for both 
security and economic reasons. The Saudis enjoy 
huge influence across the Muslim world. Roughly 
two million Muslims participate in the annual Hajj 
pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca. Saudi Ara-
bia owns the world’s largest oil reserves and is the 
world’s foremost oil exporter. The uninterrupted 
flow of Saudi oil exports is crucial for fueling the 
global economy.

Riyadh is a key partner in containing Iran, safe-
guarding the security of its GCC allies, removing Syr-
ia’s Assad regime from power, and stabilizing Egypt 
and Yemen. Saudi Arabia also has played a growing 
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role in fighting the al-Qaeda terrorist network. Until 
2003, Riyadh was in denial about Saudi connections 
to the 9/11 attacks. However, after Saudi Arabia was 
targeted by al-Qaeda terrorist attacks on its own soil, 
the government began to cooperate more extensive-
ly in defeating the Islamist terrorists.81

Gulf Cooperation Council. The countries of the 
GCC (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
and the UAE) are at the epicenter of the Arab–Per-
sian fault line, making them strategically important 
to the U.S.82 The root of the Arab–Iranian tensions 
in the Gulf is Tehran’s ideological drive to export 
its Islamist revolution and overthrow the tradi-
tional rulers of the Arab kingdoms. This ideological 
clash has further amplified the longstanding sectar-
ian struggle between Shia and Sunni Islam. Tehran 
has sought to radicalize Shia Arab minority groups 
to undermine Sunni Arab regimes in Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, and Yemen. It also sought to incite revolts 
by the Shia majorities in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and 
in Bahrain, a constitutional monarchy ruled by the 
Sunni al-Khalifa dynasty.

Culturally, many Iranians look down on the Gulf 
States, many of which they see as artificial states 
carved out of the former Persian Empire and propped 
up by Western powers. Longstanding Iranian territo-
rial claims in the Gulf add to the Arab–Persian ten-
sions in the region.83 For example, Iran has long con-
sidered Bahrain to be part of its territory. Iran also 
occupies the small but strategically important islands 
of Abu Musa, Greater Tunb, and Lesser Tunb near the 
Strait of Hormuz, which is claimed by the UAE.

The GCC often has problems agreeing on a com-
mon policy on matters of security. This reflects the 
organization’s intergovernmental nature and the 
desire of its members to place national interests 
above those of the GCC. Perhaps this is best dem-
onstrated in the debates over Iran. On one end of 
the spectrum, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and to a less-
er extent, the UAE are hawkish in how they see the 
threat from Iran. Oman and Qatar, both of which 
share natural gas fields with Iran, view Iran’s 
activities in the region as being less of a threat 
and maintain good relations with Tehran. Kuwait 
tends to fall somewhere in the middle. Inter-GCC 
relations can also be problematic. The UAE, Bah-
rain, and Saudi Arabia have been at loggerheads 
with Qatar regarding the latter’s support for the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which they see as a threat to 
internal security.

Apart from Bahrain, the countries of the GCC 
have weathered the political turbulence of the Arab 
Spring quite well. The citizens in this region enjoy a 
high standard of living (made possible by millions 
of foreign workers and the export of oil and LNG), 
which helps the locals tolerate authoritarian rule. 
In fact, during the early days of the Arab Spring, the 
then-Emir of Qatar, Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, 
quickly sided with opposition forces aligned with the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Libya, Egypt, and Syria to 
demonstrate he was “on the side of the people.” This 
helped to ensure that Qatar’s ruling elite could be 
seen as supporting the oppressed masses across the 
region. Whether true or not, it has helped to stave 
off public protests in his emirate and boosted the 
popularity of the monarchy. Bahrain fared the worst 
of all the GCC states during the 2011 popular upris-
ings due to persistent Sunni-Shia sectarian tensions 
worsened by Iranian antagonism and the slow pace 
of social reform by the al-Khalifa monarchy.

Egypt. Egypt is also an important U.S. military 
ally. Egypt, as one of only two Arab countries (the 
other being Jordan) that have diplomatic relations 
with Israel, is closely enmeshed in the Israeli–Pales-
tinian conflict and remains a leading political, diplo-
matic, and military power in the region.

Relations between the U.S. and Egypt have been 
made problematic thanks in part to the 2011 down-
fall of President Hosni Mubarak after 30 years of 
rule. The Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohamed Morsi 
was elected president in 2012 and used his Islamist-
dominated parliament to pass a constitution that 
advanced an Islamist agenda. Morsi’s authoritarian 
rule, combined with rising popular dissatisfaction 
with falling living standards, rampant crime, and 
high unemployment, led to another massive wave of 
protests in June 2013 that prompted another mili-
tary coup in July.

The leader of the coup, Field Marshal Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi, pledged to restore democracy and, in 2014, 
was elected president. Egypt’s new government faces 
major political, economic, and security challenges. 
Egypt’s limping economy has been badly damaged 
by three years of political turbulence and violence 
that has choked off tourism revenues, deterred for-
eign investment, and boosted the national debt.

The July 2013 coup against the Muslim Brother-
hood-backed Morsi regime strained relations with 
the Obama Administration and resulted in a tempo-
rary hold on U.S. military assistance to Egypt. Cairo 
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made its displeasure known by buying Russian arms 
financed by Saudi Arabia in late 2013,84 but bilater-
al relations have since improved after Egypt’s mili-
tary made good on its promises to hold elections and 
return Egypt to a democratic path.

Lebanon and Yemen. The United States also has 
developed cooperative defense arrangements with 
the armed forces of Lebanon and Yemen, two states 
that face substantial threats from Iranian-support-
ed terrorist groups as well as al-Qaeda. The United 
States has provided arms, equipment, and training 
for the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF). Washing-
ton’s security relationship with Yemen has grown 
since the 9/11 attacks. Yemen, Osama bin Laden’s 
ancestral homeland, faces major security threats 
from al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), 
one of the most dangerous al-Qaeda franchises. In 
recent years, the Pentagon and CIA have worked 
closely with the Yemeni Ministry of Defense and 
intelligence services to defeat this mutual threat.

Quality of Allied Armed Forces  
in the Middle East

The quality and capabilities of the allied armed 
forces in the region is mixed. While some coun-
tries spend billions of dollars each year on advanced 
Western military hardware, others spend very lit-
tle. Defense spending in the Middle East overall 
increased by 4 percent in 2013 to an estimated $150 
billion. Bahrain’s defense spending increased by 26 
percent, while Iraq’s expenditure increased by 27 
percent. In 2013, Saudi Arabia spent $67 billion on 
defense, pushing it ahead of the U.K. and France 
and placing it fourth in the world in terms of defense 
spending.85 Accurate defense spending figures for 
the Middle East have traditionally been very uncer-
tain, but the lack of data has worsened recently. In 
2013, there was no available data for Iran, Qatar, 
Syria, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen, accord-
ing to a report by Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute.86

Different security factors drive the degree to 
which Middle Eastern countries train and arm their 
militaries. For Israel, which defeated Arab coalitions 
in wars in 1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982, it now is 
the threat to Israel’s existence posed by an Iranian 
regime that has called for Israel to be “wiped from 
the map.”87 As a result of Israel’s military buildup, 
states and non-state actors in the region have invest-
ed in asymmetric and unconventional capabilities 

to offset the imbalance created by Israel’s military 
superiority.88 For the Gulf States, the main driver is 
the military threat coming from Iran, and for Iraq, 
it is the internal threat posed by insurgents and ter-
rorists that drives defense policy.

The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) are widely con-
sidered the most capable military force in the Mid-
dle East. On a conventional level, the IDF consis-
tently surpasses other regional military forces;89 
however, other countries, such as Iran, have closed 
the gap in recent years.90 Nevertheless, the IDF’s 
quality and effectiveness are unparalleled with 
regard to both technical capacity and personnel.91 
This has been recently demonstrated by Israel’s 
military operations in the Gaza strip: after weeks 
of conflict, the IDF mobilized over 80,000 reserv-
ists, a fact that demonstrates the depth of the Israe-
li armed forces.92

Israel heavily funds its military sector and has 
a strong national industrial capacity, supported by 
significant funding from the U.S.; combined, these 
factors give Israel a regional advantage despite limi-
tations of manpower and size.93 In particular, the 
IDF has focused on maintaining its technical supe-
riority in missile defense, intelligence collection, 
precision weapons, and cyber technologies.94 The 
emerging cyber capabilities of Israel are especially 
important to the state. Cyber technologies are used 
for a number of purposes, including defending Israe-
li cyberspace, gathering intelligence, and carrying 
out attacks.95 Israel maintains its qualitative supe-
riority in medium and long-range missile capabili-
ties.96 Israel also fields effective missile defense sys-
tems called the Iron Dome and Arrow, both of which 
the U.S. helped to finance.97

Additionally, Israel has a nuclear weapons capa-
bility, which it does not publicly acknowledge, that 
increases its strength relative to other powers in 
the region. Israel’s nuclear weapons capability has 
helped to deter adversaries as the conventional 
capabilities gap has been reduced.98

After Israel, the most technologically advanced 
and militarily capable armed forces are found in the 
GCC. The export of oil and gas means that there is 
no shortage of resources to devote to defense spend-
ing and the ever-present threat of Iran means there 
is no shortage of political will to invest in defense. 
Most staff officers are U.K. or U.S.-educated. Gener-
ally speaking, these are the best funded and trained 
forces in the region after Israel.
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Although the GCC has a military arm called the 
Peninsula Shield Force (PSF), it has had only mod-
est operational success. It has never met its stated 
ambition of deploying tens of thousands of soldiers. 
Created in 1984, its main purpose today is to coun-
ter Iran’s military buildup and to help maintain 
security in light of the political turbulence result-
ing from the Arab Spring. The PSF first deployed 
a modest force of 3,000 troops to help liberate 
Kuwait during the first Gulf War. Its most recent 
deployment was to Bahrain in 2011 to help restore 
order after Iranian-backed Shiite protests brought 
the country to a standstill and threatened the mon-
archy there.99 Internal divisions inside the GCC, 
especially among Qatar, UAE, and Saudi Arabia, 
prevented the PSF from playing a more active role 
in the region.

As with all intergovernmental organizations, the 
strength of the PSF is derived from the individual 
members. All GCC members boast advanced defense 
hardware with a preference for U.S., U.K., and French 
equipment. Saudi Arabia maintains the most capa-
ble military force in the GCC. It has an army force 
of 75,000 soldiers and a National Guard of 100,000 
ground soldiers reporting directly to the King. The 
army operates 600 main battle tanks including 200 
U.S.-made M1A1s. Its air force is built around Ameri-
can and British platforms and consists of more than 
300 combat capable aircraft including F-15s, Torna-
dos, and Typhoons.100 These were put to use with lim-
ited success in northern Yemen against Houthi rebels 
in 2009–2010.101 Both Saudi Arabia102 and the UAE103 
also keep hundreds of Storm Shadow air-launched 
cruise missiles (known as Black Shaheen in the UAE) 
in their inventories. These weapons proved highly 
effective when the British and French used them dur-
ing the air campaign over Libya in 2011.

In fact, air power is the strong suit of most GCC 
members. Oman operates F-15s and is planning 
to purchase British Typhoons. The UAE operates 
the F-16E/F “Desert Falcon” which is even more 
advanced than any variant of the F-16 the U.S. oper-
ates.104 Qatar operates French-made Mirage fighters. 
Both deployed fighters to participate in NATO-led 
operations in Libya in 2011—although they did not 
participate in strike operations. The navies of the 
GCC members rarely deploy beyond their Exclusive 
Economic Zones, but all members, other than Oman, 
have participated in regional combined task forces 
led by the U.S.105

Even with the billions of dollars invested each 
year by members of the GCC, most are quite happy 
to continue their dependence on the U.S. for their 
main security needs. As former U.S. Defense Secre-
tary Robert Gates once noted, the Saudis will “fight 
the Iranians to the last American.”106

Egypt’s military is the largest force in the Middle 
East at about 450,000 total personnel.107 It possesses 
a fully operational military with an army, air force, 
air defense, navy, and multiple Special Forces units. 
Until 1979, when the U.S. began to supply Egypt 
with military equipment, Cairo relied primarily 
on less capable Soviet military technology.108 Since 
then, its army and air force have been significantly 
upgraded with U.S. military weapons, equipment, 
and warplanes.

Obsolete platforms and poor systems integration 
constrain Egypt’s Air Force, and although it has large 
inventories few platforms are advanced or state-of-
the-art.109 Additionally, Egypt boasts substantial 
manpower, but its quality is limited by conscription 
and an absence of recent combat experience.110

The make-up and authority of the Egyptian 
Armed Forces are significantly different from those 
of the Hosni Mubarak era. Instead of a centralized 
government with substantial control over the vari-
ous aspects of power, the government became frac-
tured under President Morsi and the military, police, 
and judiciary predominantly acted independent-
ly.111 After the ouster of former President Morsi, the 
Egyptian Armed Forces reclaimed primary control 
over the country.112

U.S. influence over Egypt is primarily derived 
through military aid, which was withheld in some 
areas after the 2013 military coup.113 This indefi-
nite hold applies to Apache attack helicopters; F-16s, 
Harpoon ship-to-ship missile systems, and M1A1 
tank kits.114 Furthermore, since Egypt relies upon 
U.S. assistance to combat Islamist militants and ter-
rorists, the ability of the military to effectively con-
tain Islamist terrorists will be undermined without 
American aid.115 Washington’s withholding of some 
U.S. military assistance in 2013 prompted Cairo 
to diversify its sources of arms. In February 2014, 
Egypt signed a deal to purchase weapons from Rus-
sia, including attack helicopters and air-defense 
systems.116

Jordan is a close U.S. ally with a small but high-
ly effective military force. The force drivers for the 
Jordanian military are the spillover from fighting 
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in Syria and Iraq. While it faces few conventional 
threats from its neighbors, Jordan’s internal secu-
rity is being undermined by Islamist extremists 
returning from fighting in the region who have been 
emboldened by the growing influence there of al-
Qaeda and other Islamist militants. As a result, Jor-
dan’s highly professional armed forces have been 
focused almost exclusively in recent years on border 
and internal security.117 Even so, Jordan’s conven-
tional capability is significant considering its size. 
The land forces total 75,000 soldiers and include 390 
British made Challenger 1 tanks. The backbone of its 
air force is the F-16.118 The Jordanian Special Forces 
are very capable, having benefitted from extensive 
U.S. and U.K. training. Jordanian forces have served 
in Afghanistan and participate in numerous U.N.-
led peacekeeping operations.

Current U.S. Military  
Presence in the Middle East

The United States maintained a minimal mili-
tary presence in the Middle East before 1980, chiefly 
a small naval force based in Bahrain since 1958. The 
U.S. “twin pillar” strategy relied on pre-revolution-
ary Iran and Saudi Arabia to take the lead in defend-
ing the Persian Gulf from the Soviet Union and its 
allies in Iraq, Syria, and South Yemen.119 But the 
1979 Iranian revolution demolished one pillar, and 
the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan boosted the 
Soviet threat to the Gulf. President Jimmy Carter 
proclaimed in January 1980 that the United States 
would take military action to defend oil-rich Persian 
Gulf States from external aggression, a commitment 
known as the Carter Doctrine. In 1980, he ordered 
the creation of the Rapid Deployment Joint Task 
Force (RDJTF), the precursor to USCENTCOM. In 
January 1983, USCENTCOM formally succeeded 
the RDJTF.120

Up until the late 1980s, a possible Soviet invasion 
of Iran was the most significant threat facing the U.S. 
in the Middle East.121 After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi regime became the 
chief threat to regional stability, and Iraq invaded 
Kuwait in August 1990.

The United States responded by assembling an 
international coalition of more than 30 nations 
to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait in January 1991. 
CENTCOM commanded the U.S. contribution of 
more than 532,000 military personnel to the coali-
tion armed forces, which totaled at least 737,000.122 

This time period represents the peak of U.S. force 
deployment in the Middle East region.

Confrontations with Iraq continued through-
out the 1990s due to Iraqi violations of the 1991 Gulf 
War ceasefire. Baghdad’s failure to cooperate with 
U.N. arms inspectors to verify the destruction of its 
weapons of mass destruction and its consistent sup-
port of terrorism led to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. 
During the initial invasion, U.S. forces reached near-
ly 150,000, joined by military personnel from coali-
tion forces. Apart from the “surge” in 2007, when 
President Bush sent in an additional 30,000 troops 
to Baghdad, American combat forces in Iraq fluctu-
ated between 100,000 and 150,000.123In December 
2011, the U.S. officially completed its withdrawal of 
troops, leaving only 150 personnel attached to the 
U.S. embassy in Iraq.124 

After the withdrawal from Iraq, the U.S. has con-
tinued to maintain a limited number of forces in the 
Middle East. The bulk of these troops are based in 
GCC countries. In 2014, there were approximately 
35,000 U.S. military personnel operating in the Mid-
dle East, but the exact disposition is not made public 
due to political sensitivities in the region.125

Information gleaned from open sources shows 
the following:

 l Kuwait. There are approximately 15,000 U.S. 
troops based in Kuwait.126 These troops are 
spread among Camp Arifjan, Ahmed Al Jaber Air 
Base, and Ali Al Salem Air Base.

 l UAE. According to UAE and U.S. officials, there 
are about 5,000 U.S. troops, mainly Air Force 
personnel, stationed at Al Dhafra Air Base. The 
main mission for U.S. troops in the UAE is to 
operate refueling and surveillance aircraft. 
In April 2012, the United States reportedly 
deployed several F-22 Raptor combat aircraft to 
Al Dhafra.127

 l Oman. Since 2004, Omani facilities reportedly 
have not been used for air support operations in 
either Afghanistan or Iraq, and the numbers of 
U.S. military personnel in Oman have fallen to 
about 200, mostly from the U.S. Air Force. The 
United States reportedly can use—with advance 
notice and for specified purposes—Oman’s mili-
tary airfields in Muscat (the capital), Thumrait, 
and Masirah Island.128
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 l Bahrain. The longest serving permanent U.S. 
military presence in the Middle East is found 
in Bahrain, and today some 7,000 U.S. military 
personnel are based there. Bahrain is home to 
the Naval Support Activity Bahrain and the U.S. 
Fifth Fleet so the majority of U.S. military per-
sonnel are predominantly from the U.S. Navy. In 
addition, there are a significant number of U.S. 
Air Force personnel operating out of Shaykh Isa 
Air Base, where F-16s, F-18s, and P-3 surveil-
lance aircraft are stationed.129 The deep-water 
port of Khalifa bin Salman is one of the few facili-
ties in the Gulf that can accommodate U.S. air-
craft carriers.

 l Saudi Arabia. The U.S. withdrew the bulk of its 
troops from Saudi Arabia in 2003. Little informa-
tion on the number of U.S. military personnel cur-
rently based there is available. However, elements 
of the U.S. 379th Air Expeditionary Wing, along 
with the six-decade-old United States Military 
Training Mission to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 
the four-decade-old Office of the Program Manag-
er of the Saudi Arabian National Guard Modern-
ization Program, and the five-year-old Office of 
the Program Manager–Facilities Security Force 
are all based in Eskan Village Air Base, approxi-
mately 13 miles south of the capital city, Riyadh.130

 l Qatar. It is thought that thousands of U.S. troops 
are based in Qatar, mainly from the U.S. Air Force. 
The U.S. operates its Combined Air Operations 
Center out of Al Udeid Air Base, which is one of 
the most important U.S. airbases in the world. Al 
Udeid Air Base also serves as the forward head-
quarters of CENTCOM. In addition, the base 
houses significant pre-positioned equipment for 
the U.S. military.

 l Jordan. Although there are no permanent U.S. 
military bases in Jordan, the U.S. has a long his-
tory of conducting training exercises in the coun-
try. Due to recent events in neighboring Syria, 
1,500 American soldiers, a squadron of F-16s, and 
a Patriot Missile Battery have been temporarily 
based in Jordan.131

 l Iraq. In December 2011, the number of U.S. 
troops in Iraq was reduced to 150 personnel to 
protect the U.S. embassy. However, since the 

invasion of northwestern Iraq by the Islamic 
State, U.S. troop numbers in the country have 
gradually been increasing. As of September 2014, 
there were about 1,600 U.S. troops committed to 
train, support, and advise Iraqi security forces.132

In addition to permanently based U.S. troops in 
the Middle East, there have been media reports that 
the U.S. government operates a secret UAV base in 
Saudi Arabia from which drone attacks against mili-
tants in Yemen are launched.133 There are reports of 
an American base on Socotra Island, which is off the 
coast of Somalia and belongs to Yemen, being used 
for counter-terrorism operations off the Horn of 
Africa and Yemen.134

CENTCOM’s stated mission is to promote coop-
eration among nations, respond to crises, deter or 
defeat state and non-state aggression, support eco-
nomic development, and, when necessary, perform 
reconstruction in order to establish the conditions 
for regional security, stability, and prosperity. This 
mission statement is supported by several focus area 
objectives. According to the 2014 CENTCOM Pos-
ture Statement submitted to Congress, the 10 focus 
areas are: 135

 l Responsibly transition Operation Enduring Free-
dom and support Afghanistan as a regionally inte-
grated, secure, stable, and developing country;

 l Prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction and, as directed, disrupt their devel-
opment and prevent their use;

 l Counter negative Iranian influence, while reduc-
ing and mitigating the negative impact of proxies;

 l Manage and contain the potential consequences 
of the Syrian civil war and other “fault line” con-
frontations across the Middle East to prevent the 
spread of sectarian-fueled radicalism threaten-
ing moderates;

 l Defeat al-Qaeda, deny violent extremists safe 
havens and freedom of movement, and limit the 
reach of terrorists;

 l Protect lines of communication, ensure free use 
of the global commons, and secure unimpeded 
global access for legal commerce;
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 l Develop and execute security cooperation pro-
grams, leveraging military-to-military relation-
ships that improve bilateral and multilateral 
partnerships, and build interdependent collec-
tive partnered “capacities”;

 l Lead and enable the continued development of 
bilateral and multilateral collective security 
frameworks that improve information sharing, 
integrated planning, security, and stability;

 l Shape, support, and encourage cross-combatant 
command, interagency, and partner/coalition 
programs and approaches, while making the best 
use of military resources; and,

 l Maintain and improve our ready and flex-
ible headquarters, capabilities, protected net-
works, and forces enabled by required freedom 
of movement, access, and basing to support cri-
sis response.

CENTCOM is supported by four service compo-
nent commands and one subordinate unified com-
mand: U.S. Naval Forces Middle East (USNAVCENT), 
U.S. Army Forces Middle East (USARCENT), U.S. 
Air Forces Middle East (USAFCENT), U.S. Marine 
Forces Middle East (MARCENT), and U.S. Special 
Operations Command Middle East (SOCCENT).

 l U.S. Naval Forces Central Command. USNAV-
CENT is the maritime component of USCENT-
COM. Based in Bahrain, it is responsible for com-
manding the afloat units that rotationally deploy 
or surge from the United States, in addition to 
other ships that are based in the Gulf for longer 
periods. USNAVCENT conducts persistent mari-
time operations to advance U.S. interests, deter 
and counter disruptive countries, defeat violent 
extremism, and strengthen partner nations’ mar-
itime capabilities in order to promote a secure 
maritime environment in an area encompassing 
about 2.5 million square miles of water area.

 l U.S. Army Forces Central Command. USAR-
CENT is the land component of USCENTCOM. 
Based in Kuwait, it is responsible for land opera-
tions in an area encompassing 4.6 million square 
miles (1½ times larger than the continental U.S.).

 l U.S. Air Forces Central. USAFCENT is the air 
component of USCENTCOM. Based in Qatar, it is 
responsible for air operations and working with 
the air forces of partner countries in the region. 
Additionally, USAFCENT manages an extensive 
supply and equipment pre-positioning program 
at several regional sites.

 l U.S. Marine Forces Central Command. 
USMARCENT is designated as the Marine Corps 
service component for USCENTCOM. Based in 
Bahrain, it is responsible for all Marine Corps 
forces in the region.

 l U.S. Special Operations Command Central. 
SOCCENT is a subordinate unified command of 
USCENTCOM. Based in Qatar, it is responsible 
for planning special operations throughout the 
USCENTCOM region, planning and conducting 
peacetime joint/combined special operations 
training exercises, and orchestrating command 
and control of peacetime and wartime spe-
cial operations.

In addition to the American military presence 
in the region, U.S. allies the United Kingdom and 
France play an important role in the region that 
should not be overlooked.

The U.K.’s presence in the Middle East is a lega-
cy of its imperial rule. It has maintained close ties 
with many countries over which it once had heavy 
influence and has conducted military operations 
in the region almost regularly for decades. There 
are approximately 1,200 British service person-
nel based throughout the Gulf. The British pres-
ence in the region is dominated by the Royal Navy. 
In terms of permanently based naval assets in the 
region, there are four mine hunters and one Royal 
Fleet Auxiliary supply ship. Generally, there are 
two frigates or destroyers in the Gulf perform-
ing maritime security duties. Although such mat-
ters are not the subject of public discussion, one 
can only reasonably assume that U.K. attack-sub-
marines also operate in the area. As a sign of the 
U.K.’s long-term maritime presence in the region, it 
recently broke ground on an $11 million new head-
quarters for its Maritime Component Command at 
Bahrain’s Salman Naval Base.136

The U.K. also has a sizeable Royal Air Force pres-
ence in the region—mainly in the UAE and Oman. A 
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short drive from Dubai, Al-Minhad Air Base is home 
to a small contingent of U.K. personnel. An Expe-
ditionary Air Wing recently stood up to support 
air transport links between the U.K. and deployed 
operations in the region and to provide logistical 
support to RAF assets visiting the region.137 The U.K. 
also operates small RAF detachments in Oman that 
support U.K. and coalition operations in the region. 
Although considered to be in Europe, the U.K.’s Sov-
ereign Base Areas of Akrotiri and Dhekelia that are 
located in Cyprus have supported U.S. military and 
intelligence operations in the past and will continue 
to do so in the future.

The British presence in the region extends 
beyond soldiers, ships, and planes. In Qatar, a Brit-
ish-run staff college recently opened, and Kuwait 
recently chose the U.K. to help run its own equiva-
lent of the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst.138 
The U.K. also plays a very active role in training the 
Saudi Arabian and Jordanian militaries.

The French presence in the Gulf is smaller than 
the U.K.’s but still significant. France opened its first 
military base in the Gulf in 2009 in Abu Dhabi in 
the UAE. This was the first foreign military instal-
lation built by the French in 50 years.139 In total, the 
French have 700 troops based in the country along 
with six Rafale jets.140 French ships have access to 
the Zayed Port, which is big enough to handle every 
ship in the French Navy except the aircraft carrier 
Charles De Gaulle.

Key Infrastructure and  
Warfighting Capabilities

The Middle East is geographically situated in a 
critical location. Two-thirds of the world’s popula-
tion live within an eight-hour flight from the Gulf 
region, making it easily accessible from most of the 
globe. The Middle East also contains some of the 
world’s most critical maritime chokepoints, like the 
Suez Canal and the Strait of Hormuz.

While infrastructure in the Middle East is not as 
developed as in North America or Europe, a decades-
long presence in the Middle East means that the 
U.S. has tried and tested systems that involve mov-
ing large numbers of materiel and personnel into 
and out of the region. For example, according to the 
Department of Defense, at the height of U.S. com-
bat operations in Iraq in the second Gulf War, there 
were 165,000 service members and 505 bases. Mov-
ing troops and equipment out of the country was an 

enormous undertaking, the largest logistical draw-
down since the end of the World War II,141 which 
included the redeployment of more than four mil-
lion pieces of equipment, 60,000 containers, and 
nearly 50,000 vehicles.”142

While 60 percent of roads in the Middle East 
region are paved, wide variation exists between 
countries. For example, Israel, Jordan, and Unit-
ed Arab Emirates have 100 percent of their roads 
paved. Other nations, such as Oman (46 percent), 
Saudi Arabia (21.5 percent), and Yemen (8.7 percent), 
have poor paved road coverage.143 For nations where 
data are available, rail coverage is poor. For instance, 
Saudi Arabia only has 700 miles of rail. By compari-
son, Maryland, which is roughly 1.5 percent the size 
of Saudi Arabia, has about the same amount of rail.144 
In Syria, three years of civil war have wreaked havoc 
on the nation’s rail system.145

Though only 45 percent of runways of the 1,135 
airports in the region are paved, air traffic in the 
region is set to grow and, eventually, outpace world 
growth statistics. In an attempt to diversify their 
economies, some nations in the region have been 
upgrading their air transportation infrastructure 
to take advantage of their location for connecting 
flights, thus opening up a pseudo airport arms race. 
Qatar opened a brand new $15 billion airport in May 
2014,146 Abu Dhabi International Airport is undergo-
ing an expansion program expected to be completed 
in 2017, and Dubai’s International Airport is cur-
rently the seventh busiest airport in the world.147

The U.S. has access to several airfields in the 
region. The primary air hub for U.S. forces in the 
region is at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. Other air-
fields include: Ali Al Salem Air Base, Kuwait; Al 
Dhafra, UAE; Al Minhad, UAE; Sheikh Issa, Bah-
rain; Eskan Village Air Base, Saudi Arabia; Muscat, 
Oman; Thumrait, Oman; Masirah Island, Oman, 
and use of the commercial airport at Seeb, Oman. 
In the past, the U.S. has used major airfields in Iraq, 
including the Baghdad International Airport and 
Joint Base Balad, as well as Prince Sultan Air Base 
in Saudi Arabia. Just because the U.S. has access 
to a particular airbase today does not mean it will 
be made available for a particular operation in the 
future. For example, is highly likely that Qatar and 
Oman would not allow the U.S. to use air bases in 
their territory for strikes against Iran.

The U.S. has excellent access to ports in the region, 
perhaps most importantly in Bahrain. In December 
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2013, the U.S. embarked upon a $580 million expan-
sion project at Naval Support Activity Bahrain, to 
be completed in 2015.148 The U.S. also has access to 
a deep-water port, Khalifa bin Salman, in Bahrain, 
and reportedly to naval facilities at Fujairah, UAE.149 
UAE’s commercial port of Jebel Ali is open for vis-
its from U.S. warships and pre-positioning of equip-
ment for operations in the theater.150

Approximately 90 percent of the world’s trade 
travels by sea, and some of the most important and 
busiest shipping lanes are located in the Middle 
East. For example, the Strait of Hormuz and the Bab 
el-Mandeb Strait combined have over 65,000 cargo 
ships travelling through them each year.151 With the 
high volume of maritime traffic in the Middle East 
region, no U.S. military operation can be under-
taken without consideration of how these shipping 
lanes offer opportunity and risk to America and her 
allies. The major shipping routes include:

The Suez Canal. In 2013, 915.5 million tons of 
cargo transited the canal, averaging 45.5 ships tran-
siting each day in 2013.152 Considering the canal 
itself is 120 miles long but only 670 feet wide, this 
is an impressive amount of traffic. The Suez Canal 
is increasingly important for Europe in terms of oil 
transportation. In 2013 (the year for which data are 
available), the Suez Canal saw an increase of 13.4 
percent in terms of oil transportation from the prior 
year.153 The Canal also serves as an important stra-
tegic asset, as it is routinely used by the U.S. Navy 
to transition surface combatants between the Med-
iterranean Sea and the Red Sea. Thanks to a bilat-
eral arrangement between Egypt and the United 
States, the U.S. Navy enjoys priority access to the 
canal. However, the journey through the narrow 
waterway is no easy task for large surface combat-
ants. The canal was not constructed with the aim 
of accommodating 90,000-ton aircraft carriers 
and, therefore, exposes a larger ship to attack. For 
this reason, a variety of security protocols are fol-
lowed—including the provision of air support by the 
Egyptian military.154

Strait of Hormuz. The Strait of Hormuz is a crit-
ical oil-supply bottleneck the represents the busiest 
passageway for oil tankers in the world. The strait 
links the Persian Gulf with the Arabian Sea and the 
Gulf of Oman. Nearly 17 million barrels of oil per 
day, nearly 20 percent of the world’s traded oil, pass 
through the strait, for an annual total of more than six 
billion barrels of oil. Most of these crude oil exports 

go to Asian markets, with Japan, India, South Korea, 
and China representing the primary destinations.155

The shipping routes through the Strait of Hormuz 
are particularly vulnerable to disruption, given the 
extremely narrow passage and its proximity to Iran. 
Tehran has repeatedly threatened to close the stra-
tegic strait in the event of a conflict. While attacking 
shipping in the strait would drive up the oil prices, 
Iran would also lose—both because it is dependent 
on the Strait of Hormuz to export its own crude oil 
and because it would undermine Tehran’s relations 
with oil importers such as China, Japan, and India.

Bab el-Mandeb Strait. The Bab el-Mandeb 
strait is a strategic waterway located between the 
Horn of Africa and Yemen that links the Red Sea to 
the Indian Ocean. Exports from the Persian Gulf 
and Asia destined for Western markets must pass 
through the strait en route to the Suez Canal. The 
Bab al Mandeb Strait is 18 miles wide at its narrowest 
point, limiting passage to two channels for inbound 
and outbound shipments.156 Over the past decade, 
piracy off the coast of Somalia dominated the focus 
of international maritime security efforts. Recent-
ly, however, the frequency of pirate attacks in the 
region has dropped off—reaching the lowest point 
since 2006, according to the International Maritime 
Bureau’s (IMB’s) global piracy report. Pirate activity, 
however, continues to threaten international trade 
and the safety of the international commons.157

Maritime Prepositioning of Equipment and 
Supplies. The U.S. military has non-combatant 
maritime prepositioning ships (MPS), contain-
ing large amounts of military equipment and sup-
plies, in strategic locations from which they can 
reach areas of conflict relatively quickly, as associ-
ated U.S. Army or Marine Corps units located else-
where arrive in the areas. The British Indian Ocean 
Territory of Diego Garcia, an island atoll, hosts the 
U.S. Naval Support Facility Diego Garcia, which sup-
ports prepositioning ships that can supply Army or 
Marine Corps units deployed for contingency opera-
tions in the Middle East.

Conclusion
For the foreseeable future, the Middle East 

region will remain a key focus for U.S. military plan-
ners. An area that was once considered relatively 
stable, mainly due to the ironfisted rule of authori-
tarian regimes, is now highly unstable and a breed-
ing ground for terrorism.
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Many of the borders created after World War I 
are disappearing. In places like Syria and Iraq, the 
supremacy of the nation-state is being challenged 
by non-state actors that wield influence, power, and 
resources comparable to small states. The main 
security and political challenges in the region are 
inextricably linked to the unfinished business of the 
Arab Spring, surging transnational terrorism, and 
the potential threat of a nuclear Iran. The aforemen-
tioned is made worse by the Arab–Israeli conflict, 
Sunni–Shia sectarian divides, and the rise of Per-
sian nationalism.

Thanks to decades of U.S. military operations in 
the Middle East, the U.S. has tried and tested pro-
cedures for operating in the region. Bases and infra-
structure are well established. The logistical pro-

cesses to maintain a large force forward deployed 
thousands of miles away from the homeland are well 
in place. Unlike in Europe, all of these processes have 
been recently tested in combat. The personal links 
between allied armed forces are also present. Joint 
training exercises in the region improve interoper-
ability, and U.S. military educational courses, which 
officers (and often royals) from the Middle East reg-
ularly attend, allow the U.S. to influence the future 
leaders of the region.

America’s relationships in the region fall narrow-
ly, and pragmatically, along shared security and eco-
nomic concerns. As long as these issues remain rel-
evant to both sides, the U.S. is likely to have an open 
door to operate in the region when its national inter-
ests require it to do so.

Scoring the Middle East Operating Environment
As noted at the beginning of this section, vari-

ous aspects of the region facilitate or inhibit the 
ability of the U.S. to conduct military operations to 
defend its vital national interests against threats. 
Our assessment of the operating environment uti-
lized a five-point scale, ranging from “very poor” to 

“excellent” conditions and covering four regional 
characteristics of greatest relevance to the conduct 
of military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for military 
operations. Physical infrastructure is insuffi-
cient or nonexistent, and the region is politically 
unstable. In addition, the U.S. military is poorly 
placed, or absent, and alliances are nonexistent 
or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating environ-
ment is marked by inadequate infrastructure, 
weak alliances, and recurring political instabil-
ity. The U.S. military is inadequately placed in 
the region.

3. Moderate. The operating environment is neu-
tral to moderately favorable, with adequate 
infrastructure, a moderate alliance structure, 
and acceptable levels of political stability in the 
region. The U.S. military is adequately placed.

4. Favorable. The operating environment includes 
good infrastructure, strong alliances, and a sta-
ble political environment. The U.S. military is 
well placed in the region for future operations.

5. Excellent. The region has a well-established 
and well-maintained infrastructure, strong 
capable allies, and a stable political environ-
ment. U.S. military exceptionally well placed to 
defend U.S. interests.

The key regional characteristics consisted of:

a. Alliances. Alliances are important for interop-
erability and collective defense as allies would 
be more likely to lend support to U.S. military 
operations. There are various indicators that 
give insight into the strength or health of an 
alliance. These include whether the U.S. trains 
regularly with countries in the region and has 
good interoperability with the forces of an ally, 
and whether the U.S. shares intelligence with 
nations in the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability brings 
predictability for military planners when con-
sidering transit, basing and overflight rights, etc. 
for U.S. military operations. Overall degree of 
political stability indicates whether U.S. military 



130

2015 INDEX OF U.S. MILITARY STRENGTH

 

actions would be hindered or enabled, and con-
siders, for example, whether transfers of power 
in the region have been generally peaceful and 
whether there have been any recent instances of 
political instability in the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having military 
forces based or equipment and supplies staged 
in a region greatly facilitates the United States’ 
ability to respond to crises and, presumably, 
achieve successes in critical “first battles” more 
quickly. Being routinely present in a region also 
assists in maintaining familiarity with its char-
acteristics and the various actors who might try 
to assist or thwart U.S. actions. With this in mind 
we assessed whether or not the U.S. military was 
well-positioned in the region. Again, indicators 
included bases, troop presence, pre-positioned 
equipment, and recent examples of military 
operations (including training and humanitar-
ian) launched from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and suitable 
infrastructure is essential to military opera-
tions. Airfields, ports, rail lines, canals, and 
paved roads enable the U.S. to stage, launch 
operations from, and logistically sustain com-
bat operations. We combined expert knowledge 
of regions with publicly available information 
on critical infrastructure to arrive at our overall 
assessment of this metric.158

With this in mind, we arrived at these average 
scores for the Middle East (rounded to the nearest 
whole number):

 l Alliances: 3.33 (3) — Moderate

 l Political Stability: 1.66 (2) — Unfavorable

 l U.S. Military Positioning: 3.33 (3) — Moderate

 l Infrastructure: 2.66 (3) — Moderate

Leading to a regional score of: Moderate

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE FAVORABLE EXCELLENT

Alliances ✔

Political Stability ✔

U.S. Military Posture ✔

Infrastructure ✔

OVERALL ✔

Operating Environment: Middle East


