WHY AMERICA CAN BRING ALL TROOPS
%%EI:II ¥ g HOME FROM THE MIDDLE EAST

D 0 JUNE 2021, QUINCY PAPER NO. 7
EUGENE GHOLZ

QUINCY INSTITUTE
FOR RESPONSIBLE
STATECRAFT




Nothing Much to Do:
Why America Can Bring All Troops Home From
the Middle East

Table of Contents

Executive Summary

About the Author

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Military Requirements to Protect Core U.S. Interests

Preventing regional hegemony

Protecting the flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz

How to Pursue a Responsible Drawdown

About the Quincy Institute

2 | Nothing Much to Do

13

13

36

53

55

Q



Executive Summary

U.S. interests in the Middle East are often defined expansively, contributing to an
overinflation of the perceived need for a large U.S. military footprint. While justifications
like countering terrorism, defending Israel, preventing nuclear proliferation, preserving
stability, and protecting human rights deserve consideration, none merit the current level
of U.S. troops in the region; in some cases, the presence of the U.S. military actually

undermines these concerns.

Quincy Institute paper No. 2 asserted that the core U.S. interests in the Middle East are
protecting the United States from attack and facilitating the free flow of global
commerce. These interests generate the following two primary objectives for the U.S.
military in the Middle East: to prevent the establishment of a regional hegemon and to

protect the flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz.

The United States has no compelling military need to keep

a permanent troop presence in the Middle East.

This raises the following questions: Does any country in the Middle East have the
capability to achieve either of these objectives, or is any country within near-term
striking distance of having such capability? What actions would the U.S. military need to
take to tip the balance of capabilities against an adversary seeking either regional

hegemony or to close the Strait?
Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Turkey could vie for Middle East hegemony...

The four possible contenders for regional hegemony are Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and
Turkey. To achieve the status of military hegemon, one of these states would have to
have the capacity to knock out at least two of the others. To achieve this would require
their army to possess at least five core capabilities: 1) logistics capacity to supply an

advancing army; 2) ability to defend moving troops; 3) ability to respond to unforeseen

3 | Nothing Much to Do

Q



circumstances; 4) ability to execute complex combined arms maneuvers on the

offensive; and 5) ability to maintain control of captured territory.
... but none of them would succeed

None of the four potential contenders in the Middle East has the requisite capabilities,
and none has the plausible potential to rapidly acquire these capabilities in a way that

would give it a relative advantage over its opponents.
... hor can they close the Strait of Hormuz

Completely blocking the exit from the Persian Gulf would be a difficult task for any
Middle Eastern military: An attacker would need to routinely hit and disable
approximately 10 oil tankers each day, requiring multiple successful strikes per ship,
firing roughly 50 missiles per day. The attacker would have to keep its forces alive and
operational in the face of defenders’ efforts to prevent the attacks. Iran is the state that
has threatened to close the Strait, yet it lacks the military capacity necessary to do so.
Perhaps the greatest contribution that the United States could make to the continuing
safe transit of oil through the Strait of Hormuz is to step back from the brink of conflict

with Iran.
Russia and China aren't so foolish as to repeat our mistakes

Despite alarmism about the possibility of Russia or China making a bid for regional
hegemony in the Middle East, neither has undertaken a concerted effort to do so.
Russia’s presence in Syria is long-standing, and in general, Russia appears motivated to
expand its role as a regional mediator; China is primarily interested in expanding its
economic ties to the region. Both have observed U.S. military misadventures in the
region, and neither appears eager to repeat America’'s mistakes. Most importantly,
neither has the capability to overcome the obstacles that made U.S. military operations
in the region so difficult and costly — nor to potentially achieve a more expansive aim

than the United States ever tried to achieve, namely establishing regional hegemony.
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Fewer arms sales would help sustain the existing multipolar balance

To help protect the existing multipolar balance of power in the region, the United States
should reduce arms sales, or at least prioritize the sale of defensive capacities, and
offer strategic intelligence to all regional players, so any potential troop build up will be
known in advance. If the United States needed to fight a war, it has the air and naval

power to do so without peacetime presence or operations on the ground.
With our interests safe, Americans can return home

Given the extreme difficulties faced either by a would-be regional hegemon or an
attempt to close the Strait of Hormuz, the United States has no compelling military need
to keep a permanent troop presence in the Middle East. It should be the medium- to
long-term objective of the United States to align its military presence with its strategic
interests in the Middle East, beginning a responsible and timely drawdown of U.S. forces

in the region now.
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Introduction

Why is it so difficult for the United States to bring its troops home from the Middle East?
Three successive American Presidents — Barack Obama, Donald Trump, and Joe Biden
— have pledged to end the post 9/11 wars and reunite U.S. soldiers with their families.
Yet, fulfilling that pledge has proven tougher than expected. Do U.S. interests in the
region require so much of the U.S. military that full-scale withdrawals are not feasible?
Alternatively, do other factors, such as political and economic interests, inertia, or
objections by strategic partners, prevent the United States from pursuing its first-order
security interests? These questions have become all the more timely and important in
light of a global review of American force posture announced by Secretary of Defense
Lloyd Austin in February 2021

This paper argues that the United States has no compelling military need to keep a
permanent troop presence in the Middle East. The two core U.S. interests in the region
— preventing a hostile hegemon and ensuring the free flow of oil through the Strait of
Hormuz — can be achieved without a permanent military presence. There are no
plausible paths for an adversary, regional or extra-regional, to achieve a situation that
would harm these core U.S. interests. No country can plausibly establish hegemony in
the Middle East, nor can a regional power close the Strait of Hormuz and strangle the
flow of oil. To the extent that the United States might need to intervene militarily, it

would not need a permanent military presence in the region to do so.

While a full military withdrawal from the region is possible on military grounds, political
and other factors render it infeasible in the short run. However, it should be the medium
to long-term objective of the United States to align its military presence with its strategic
interests in the Middle East by beginning a responsible and timely drawdown of U.S.

forces in the region.

' "Statement by Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin lIl on the Initiation of a Global Force Posture Review." U.S.
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Why the current U.S. presence is militarily unnecessary

True U.S. interests in this region, as in any other region abroad, ultimately derive from

the core national principles of preserving and advancing the security and well-being of

the American people. In a previous Quincy Institute paper, Paul Pillar, Andrew Bacevich,

Annelle Sheline, and Trita Parsi argued that U.S. objectives in the Middle East — the
region-specific interests that make the ultimate U.S. goals concrete — are limited to
preventing the emergence of a regional hegemon and helping to maintain the flow of
global trade.? This paper argues that neither warrants a major U.S. military presence in

the Middle East, let alone American pursuit of regional military dominance.

U.S. Military Installations in South and West Asia, 2020
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The Washington foreign policy establishment tends to adopt an expansive definition of
U.S. interests in the Middle East. Overreach in defining interests goes a long way in

explaining America’s military overextension in the region. Nevertheless, even accepting

2 Pillar, Paul R., Andrew Bacevich, Trita Parsi, and Annelle Sheline. “A New U.S. Paradigm for the Middle East: Ending
Amerlcas Mlsgmded Policy of Domlnatlon Qumcy Instltute JuIy 20 2020
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a broad definition of U.S. interests would still not warrant a permanent U.S. military
presence in the Middle East. This section briefly considers and rejects a range of
additional potential U.S. interests in the Middle East, leaving the two core interests
identified in the earlier Quincy Institute report as the ones that should be considered in

determining U.S. military force posture and missions in the region.
Terrorism

The threat of terrorism is frequently invoked as a justification for the U.S. military to
maintain a presence in countries from Afghanistan to Syria. Yet after twenty years of
fighting a global war on terror (GWOT), the evidence is irrefutable: Militaries are
ineffective at combating terrorism. Instead, preventing terrorism has significant
parallels to preventing crime, in that it can never be fully eliminated but can be reduced
through effective governance and policing activities. In contrast, the presence of a
foreign military force consistently generates both grievances and acts of violence that
inspire additional acts of terrorism. Foreign military occupation in particular makes the

threat of terrorism more acute.

The presence of a foreign military force consistently
generates both grievances and acts of violence that

inspire additional acts of terrorism.

Instead of repeating the failed strategies that followed 9/11, the United States should
focus on preventing any major act of foreign terrorism in domestic territory, something
that it has successfully accomplished since 2001. The full elimination of all terrorist
threats would require a level of state authoritarianism that Americans would find
intolerable and anathema to their values; instead, the security establishment has
successfully eliminated some threats and continues to monitor others. Finally, if U.S.

leaders perceive the presence of a foreign terrorist threat, the U.S. military has
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demonstrated its ability to eliminate targets without a significant troop presence on the

ground.
Israel

America’s security commitment to Israel is often mentioned to justify the presence of
the U.S. military in the Middle East. Yet circumstances have shifted since Israel’s
establishment, and decades of U.S. support and partnership have provided Israel with a
robust capacity to defend itself, including with nuclear weapons. The U.S. project to
empower Israel has been successful, and U.S. military defense of Israel need not drive
American strategy in the Middle East. In fact, the instability that the U.S. military

presence in the Middle East fuels may actually undermine Israel’s long-term security.
Nuclear non-proliferation

A third claim regarding the need for a persistent U.S. presence in the region is to enforce
nuclear non-proliferation, often specifically in reference to Iran. The reasoning behind
this claim was always flawed, as it arguably has been the ongoing U.S. military presence
in the region that has driven Iran to feel it had no means of achieving security without
acquiring nuclear deterrence. Moreover, the presence of U.S. troops has played no
discernable role in dissuading Middle Eastern countries from acquiring nuclear
weapons. It was not U.S. military strikes that undermined possible Syrian or Iraqi
nuclear programs, and Egypt did not decide to discontinue its nuclear program because

of a U.S. troop deployment.
Stability

Justifications for U.S. military presence in the Middle East sometimes emphasize
stability as a core U.S. interest. In general, regional political stability is conducive to U.S.
interests — a more stable Middle East is less likely to threaten the core interests of
preventing a hegemonic takeover and protecting essential trade. Yet, there is little to
suggest that a permanent U.S. troop presence is either necessary for stability or

conducive to it. Indeed, the United States’ implicit security guarantees to regional
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partners have in many instances fueled their reckless and destabilizing behavior due to
their perception that the United States will come to their aid if they get into trouble. The

Saudi war in Yemen is a case in point.
Human rights

The protection of human rights is often used as a justification for U.S. military
intervention, but there is no evidence to support the idea that a permanent troop
presence in the Middle East deters human rights violations. On the contrary, mindful of
the fact that many of America’s strategic partners in the region are some of the world’s
most notorious human rights violators, it is more reasonable to conclude that the U.S.
military presence in the region has served to protect these regimes despite their human
rights violations. Moreover, when the United States has intervened militarily in order to
prevent human rights abuses, the interventions themselves have generally caused
massive human rights violations, as evidenced by the U.S. interventions in Iraq and
Libya.
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Military Requirements to Protect Core

The Quincy Institute’s proposed strategy for the Middle East sets two goals for the U.S.

military: preventing establishment of regional hegemony through military conquest and
maintaining the flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz to international markets. To
decide what these goals ask the U.S. military to do — what forces to acquire, how to
train and exercise, and where they should be positioned in peacetime to deter and, if
necessary, respond to threats — requires answering a series of questions for each goal:
What would it take for an adversary to bring about one of the undesirable conditions,
assuming that an adversary desired to do so? Does any country in the Middle East have
that capability, or is any country within near-term striking distance of having such
capability? What actions would the U.S. military need to take to tip the balance of
capabilities against such an adversary? And what force structure and posture would
best prepare the U.S. military to thwart such an adversary, minimizing cost and risk and
maximizing the visibility of the U.S. capability, thereby creating the conditions for

credible deterrence?®

Preventing regional hegemony

Preventing regional hegemony means preventing a specific distribution of power and
influence in a significant area. John Mearsheimer famously defines a hegemon as “a
state that is so powerful that it dominates all the other states in the system,” whether
applied at the global or regional level.* For example, in a recent application of the
concept to the potential for China’s rise in East Asia, Denny Roy defines regional

hegemony as “the ability to compel the other governments in the region to conform to

% This argument further develops and updates the approach to the Middle East taken in Gholz, Eugene and Daryl G.
Press. “Footprints in the Sand.” The American Interest, Vol. 5, No. 4 (March 2010), 59-67.
https:/www.the-american-interest.com/2010/03/01/footprints-in-the-sand/; and Eugene Gholz and Daryl G. Press.
"Protecting ‘'The Prize:' Oil in American Grand Strategy." Security Studies, Vol. 19, No. 3 (Fall 2010), 453-85.

4 Mearsheimer, John J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York. W. W. Norton & Company, 2001. 40.
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China'’s preferences on political and strategic issues as well as to prevent or roll back
any major strategic re-adjustment that China chooses to oppose.” Building the
definition around compelling other states may seem limiting, because in some regions
one country may have a substantial amount of “soft power” — that is, the ability to
appeal to other countries such that they willingly agree to go along with the great
power’s preferences — and that could make it possible for a country to achieve regional
hegemony through the power of ideas rather than military force.® But given the actual
regional politics of the Middle East, dominated by bitter political, cultural, and religious

rivalries, coercion is the route to regional hegemony that needs analysis.

A contender for regional hegemony would need the
realistic ability to project power more than 1000 kilometers
and to expand its borders by tens of thousands of square

kilometers.

The lack of intra-Middle East trade and investment that could lead to meaningful
economic coercion means that military power is the only plausible route to Middle
Eastern regional hegemony, whether through actual conquest or the acknowledged
ability to conquer that might lead some countries to accommodate the regional
hegemon's rise. While regional hegemony would not require the capability to conquer
and hold the entire geographic area from North Africa to the Indian subcontinent and
from Central Asia to the Indian Ocean, a large Middle Eastern state’s military defeat of a
small neighbor would not create regional hegemony. A plausible working definition

would require that one of four more substantial potential Middle Eastern powers — Iran,

® Roy, Denny. “China Won't Achieve Regional Hegemony.” The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Spring 2020), 101.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2020.1734301.

¢ Prya, Miriam. “Developing a Contextually Relevant Concept of Regional Hegemony: The Case of South Africa,
Zimbabwe, and ‘Quiet Diplomacy.” German Institute for Global and Area Studies, Working Paper No. 77 (May 2008).

https://pure.giga-hamburg.de/ws/files/21246275/wp77 prys.pdf.
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Iraq, Saudi Arabia, or Turkey — knock at least two of the others out of the Middle Eastern

balance of power.’

That is a daunting political-military task, and its difficulty would greatly aid any U.S.
effort to prevent regional hegemony in the Middle East. The tendency of local rivals not
to willingly submit, the relatively high costs and risks of military offensives, and the need
to transport military forces and supplies across long distances to conquer and occupy
the politically relevant area all militate against the achievement of regional hegemony.
Modern conventional military forces, which in principle offer the potential to move and
communicate across the relevant distances, are expensive and difficult to create and
maintain. In general, for offensive forces to have a good chance to win, they need to be
significantly larger than the defending forces.® And while modern warfare is difficult for
both the offense and the defense, and incompetence can lead to withering casualties or
rapid collapse for either side in a fight,® inertia also favors the status quo. The offense is
only likely to win if it enjoys an advantage in competence at executing difficult tactical

and operational maneuvers; incompetence on both sides, competence on both sides, or

7 Completely meeting Mearsheimer’s classic definition of hegemony might actually require the aspiring hegemon to
defeat or intimidate all three of the other major powers in the region. There are certainly imaginable circumstances
where defeating two would exhaust the aspiring hegemon to such an extent that it could not reasonably expect to
defeat the remaining regional power. That scenario could lead to regional bipolarity rather than hegemony;
alternatively, it could lead to enough relative gains for the power that sat out the initial conflicts that the fourth state
actually could become a regional hegemon. That latter potential — along with the possibility that a hegemonic
aspirant might accumulate power from defeating two adversaries sufficient to quickly cow its third possible opponent
— suggests that U.S. policymakers should (conservatively) consider the bar for preventing regional hegemony at the
level of one regional power knocking two others out of the regional balance of power.

8 For a classic statement, see Mearsheimer, John J. “Assessing the Conventional Balance: The 3:1 Rule and Its
Critics.” International Security, Vol. 13, No. 4 (Spring 1989), 54-89. For a more recent application of this logic, see Barry
R. Posen."Europe Can Defend Itself.” Survival, Vol. 62, No. 6 (December 2020 - January 2021), 7-34. These analyses
assess combat in regions with high force densities. The vast geography and relatively small population sizes in the
Middle East might reasonably undermine confidence in the 3:1 rule of thumb for attacking force’s needed size
advantage. Some Middle Eastern conflicts in recent history (e.g., the Iran-Irag War) do seem to have had at least as
high force density as some of the European conflicts that led analysts to the 3:1 rule, but it is also reasonable to
imagine Middle Eastern conflicts where a relatively smaller force might bypass a large adversary force, disrupt its
supplies and communications, and sew sufficient confusion to defeat the larger force. However, to achieve regional
hegemony, the smaller force would have to prevent the larger force from re-materializing — that is, the smaller force
would have to annihilate the combat-generating power of its adversary. The goal of creating hegemony is a tougher
goal than simply winning a battle. While no one should put too much confidence in a precise quantitative forecast of
military victory or defeat based on the 3:1 rule in any and all Middle Eastern conflicts, the core point stands that a bid
for hegemony would require a relatively large, capable military with the potential to destroy, not just defeat, its
adversaries.

° On the implications of extreme lethality for modern warfare, see Biddle, Stephen. Military Power: Explaining Victory
and Defeat in Modern Battle. Princeton, New Jersey. Princeton University Press, 2004.
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a competence advantage for the defender are all likely to preserve independent political

control of territory — that is, to prevent regional hegemony.

The Persian Gulf, separating the Arabian Peninsula and Iran. The Persian Gulf narrows into the Strait of Hormuz at its southeast end.
(NASA image by Jeff Schmaltz, rapidfire.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov MODIS Rapid Response Team, Goddard Space Flight Center)

Moreover, the geography of the region does not make it easy to achieve hegemony. A
contender would need the realistic ability to project power more than 1000 kilometers
and to expand its borders by tens of thousands of square kilometers. For example,
those distances would be required for one widely considered “hegemony risk:” Iranian
conquest from Iran’s current border through Kuwait and southern Iraq into the oil-rich
eastern province of Saudi Arabia and down the Persian Gulf coast to include the small
monarchies in the southeastern part of the Arabian Peninsula. And while the terrain
covered in such an advance does not offer many obvious defensive barriers to block a

military advance, desert sand is not good ground for most modern military vehicles,
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channeling heavy transports onto a handful of roads, nor does it offer the aggressor
much cover and concealment.’ In an alternative scenario, conquest of substantial parts
of Iran by one of the other contenders would require not only advancing across much
open space but also crossing major mountain ranges, channeling the attacking forces
through particular passes that, while easier to move through than the heights of the
mountains, would also offer substantial combat advantages to the defense.” The
offensive tasks for a potential hegemon to overcome the geography are not impossible,

but they would be difficult.

A Middle Eastern army would need at least five core capabilities to potentially threaten
to create regional hegemony. First, and most simply — not even considering opposing
forces yet — the attacking army would need substantial logistics and maintenance
capabilities. Keeping forces in the field supplied with food, fuel, munitions, and other
consumables is a daunting task. The huge volumes needed would fill limited road
networks with trucks, vulnerable to traffic jams, enemy air attack, and partisan
ambush.'” The organizational task of determining which supplies are needed by which
part of the army is itself complex, and normal mistakes can leave undersupplied units
without matériel to move and fight or oversupplied units with clogged, unmanageable
depots. Finally, beyond supplying frontline units, militaries have to keep their equipment
running. Trucks, armored personnel carriers, artillery pieces, and tanks all break down;
when under their own power (as opposed to carried on a train or heavy-equipment
transport truck), even tanks that are up-to-date on routine maintenance might expect a

mean time between failures of a couple of days of combat use, and combat aircraft are

% Press, Daryl G. “What If Saddam Hadn't Stopped.” Breakthroughs, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Spring 1994), 5-11.

" Pollack, Kenneth M. Armies of Sand: The Past, Present, and Future of Arab Military Effectiveness. New York, New
York. Oxford University Press, 2019. 144, 147.

12 Erbel, Mark and Christopher Kinsey. “Think again — supplying war: reappraising military logistics and its centrality to
strategy and war.” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 41, No. 4 (2018), 519-44.
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even more maintenance-intensive." Only forces that are good at maintenance can

sustain major offensive military campaigns for long.

The United States is used to air supremacy in its wars,
where no enemy aircraft even attempt to fly, let alone
attack U.S. ground forces. No Middle Eastern combatant

can reasonably expect that luxury.

Middle Eastern militaries have sometimes managed amazing logistical feats. For
example, the Iraqi military, using supply lines through its home territory, was almost
never short of supplies on either the offense or the defense during the Iran-Iraq War.™
But the combination of lack of prepared infrastructure and unfamiliarity with the local
route network make it especially hard to supply conquering forces. The most capable
historical case in the region is probably the Libyan army, which sometimes projected
power far into Chad and even used air bridges to supply forward forces, but that kind of
mobility is the exception, and no one should assume that every attacking army can
manage and sustain it."> Overall, the maintenance record of Middle Eastern armed
forces is generally poor. By cannibalizing some of its inventory for spare parts and
applying some ingenuity, the Iranian military has famously kept functional some very old
American equipment, dating to the Shah’s era, but that is the result of a lot of effort on a
limited scale.’® Other Middle Eastern armies have failed the test of maintenance

repeatedly, especially the sort of field maintenance conducted by fighting forces near

'8 Open-source data for failure rates of Middle Eastern military equipment are scarce, but for comparison to U.S.
military systems (which may be more complex but may also receive better routine maintenance), see, for example,
Peltz, Eric, Lisa Colabella, Brian Williams, and Patricia M. Boren. The Effects of Equipment Age on Mission-Critical
Failure Rates: A Study of M1 Tanks. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2004. For older data on the reliability
of Soviet tanks (with which several Middle Eastern countries, including Iran and Iraq, are equipped), see Malcom
Chalmers and Lutz Unterseher. “Is There a Tank Gap? Comparing NATO and Warsaw Pact Tank Fleets.” International
Security, Vol. 13, No. 1 (Summer 1988), 36-37.

™ Pollack. Armies of Sand. 34, 337.

'S Pollack. Armies of Sand. 337.

'® Ward, Steven R. Immortal: A Military History of Iran and Its Armed Forces. Washington, D.C. Georgetown University
Press, 2009. 297.

18 | Nothing Much to Do

Q



the front that keeps equipment in the fight under less-than-ideal circumstances.'’
Instead, regional armies tend to rely on depot-level maintenance for even routine tasks,
which slows everything down, makes it all more expensive, adds to the logistical burden
of traffic going to and from the front, and leaves field forces exposed for extended

periods of time without the key equipment needed to fight modern battles.

Second, the aggressor’'s army would need to be able to protect itself while on the move,
notably with high quality, mobile air defenses. The United States is used to air
supremacy in its wars, where no enemy aircraft even attempt to fly, let alone attack U.S.
ground forces. No Middle Eastern combatant can reasonably expect that luxury. The
penalty for leaving ground forces vulnerable to air attack is substantial: It is worth
remembering what was described as a “turkey shoot” on the “highway of death” as Iraqi
forces tried to withdraw from Kuwait in the 1991 Gulf War, or the earlier battle of Khafji
in that same war where air power essentially stopped an Iraqi attack in its tracks.®
Moving ground forces are relatively easy to see from the air, and motion and the mass
of an army on the offense, trying to take and hold territory, help separate real military
equipment from decoys.' Modern air-to-ground munitions can then minimize the
difficulty for pilots (or weapon system officers in two-seater tactical aircraft) targeting
the slow-moving ground vehicles.?® Even air forces that have struggled to discriminate
military targets and hit what they are aiming for in the midst of cover and concealment,
such as Saudi air forces operating in Yemen, should have an easier time against large
military formations on the move through the desert in a hypothetical bid for regional

hegemony in the Middle East.

7 Pollack. Armies of Sand. 243-44, 333-34.

'8 Press, Daryl G. “What If Saddam Hadn't Stopped.” Breakthroughs, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Spring 1994), 5-11.

1% For the importance of using air power directly against attacking ground forces, see Haun, Phil and Colin Jackson.
“Breaker of Armies: Air Power in the Easter Offensive and the Myth of Linebacker | and Il in the Vietnam War.”
International Security, Vol. 40, No. 3 (Winter 2015/2016), 139-78. Even relative air-power skeptics agree on this point
about the danger that air forces pose to ground troops moving in the open; Kenneth M. Pollack. “Air Power in the
Six-Day War.” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 28, No. 3 (June 2005), 471-503; Daryl G. Press, “The Myth of Air Power
in the Persian Gulf War and the Future of Warfare.” International Security, Vol. 26, No. 2 (Fall 2001), 9, 27, 53, 40-41.

2 For an example describing the capability, see “Brimstone Advanced Anti-Armour Missile.” Army Technology.
https://www.army-technology.com/projects/brimstone/. For further discussion (including export to Saudi Arabia), see
Missile Defense Project. "Brimstone." Center for Strategic and International Studies, December 6, 2017.

https:/missilethreat.csis.org/missile/brimstone/
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Ground-based air defenses can disrupt that vulnerability, keeping enemy aircraft away
from ground troops or scaring pilots into maneuvers that make even sophisticated
precision weapons miss, even if the air defenses don’t shoot down the attack planes.?
But many potential Middle Eastern combatants have modern air-to-ground weapons
that can be targeted and launched from above the range of ground-based mobile air
defense artillery, meaning that those trying to cover a ground advance need to rely on
sophisticated surface-to-air missile systems (SAMs) that few Middle Eastern militaries
have. Furthermore, modern SAMs are expensive, finicky, and require careful coordination
with ground forces to give the air defenders time to set up their radars, maintain their
coverage while ground forces move through the engagement envelope protected from
enemy aircraft, and then wait for another air-defense battery to leap-frog forward to
protect the next phase of the army’s ground advance. Such offensive combined-arms
maneuvers take substantial skill and practice — hardly a simple matter of buying

Russian S-400s (if the Russians are willing to sell them) and flipping a few switches.?

Third, the potential hegemon’s army would need to be able to react to unforeseen
circumstances.? Attackers can plan offensives meticulously, and even relatively
low-skill military forces can execute pre-planned maneuvers that they have practiced in
advance. However, as Helmuth von Moltke’s famous aphorism is often translated, “no
plan survives first contact with the enemy.”** As campaign plans become bigger and

more complex and extend over greater distances and time scales, as occurs during

2 For discussion of operational considerations in the contest between air strikes and air defenses, though in the
context of striking fixed targets rather than a ground offensive, see Heginbotham, Eric, et al., The U.S.-China Military
Scorecard: Forces, Geography, and the Evolving Balance of Power, 1996-20177. Santa Monica, California. RAND
Corporation, 2015. Chapter 5. For examples of the impact of air defenses on air-to-ground attack effectiveness, see
Michel, Marshall L. Clashes: Air Combat over North Vietnam 1965-1972. Annapolis, Maryland. Naval Institute Press,
1997. For a classic study of trade-offs in the desired characteristics of mobile air-defense systems, see Lussier,
Frances M. Army Air Defense for Forward Areas: Strategies and Costs. Washington, DC. Congressional Budget Office,
1986. Chapter 2.

22 On Arab militaries’ failures to properly use combined-arms tactics, see Pollack. Armies of Sand. 151, 245, 397,
Caitlin Talmadge. The Dictator’s Army: Battlefield Effectiveness in Authoritarian Regimes. Ithaca, New York. Cornell
University Press, 2015. 164, 187,211-212. On Iran’s history of politicized, internally divided armies that do not execute
combined arms tactics well, see Ward. Immortal. 297, 300-303; on the Iranian army’s struggles with offensive
maneuver, see Ward. Immortal. 322-24; on Iran’s failure to improve its air defenses, see Ward. Immortal. 317-18.

2 For a classic study on the importance of small unit initiative in modern warfare, see Lupfer, Timothy. "The Dynamics
of Doctrine: The Changes in German Tactical Doctrine During the First World War." Leavenworth Papers, No. 4 (July
1981); for a recent advance in this literature, see Ryan Grauer and Stephen L. Quackenbush. “Initiative and Military
Effectiveness: Evidence from the Yom Kippur War.” Journal of Global Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 2 (June 2021).

24 Or in boxer Mike Tyson’s famous modern quip, “Everybody’s got a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”
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attempts to conquer substantial swaths of territory, the actual situation faced by troops
on the battlefield deviates further and further from the script. High-quality troops with
gifted leaders — those who are willing and able to take the initiative, adapt to the new
situation, and communicate changes in the plan to remain coordinated with other units
— can maintain an offensive in the face of unforeseen events. But most offensives bog
down as troops get lost, slow down due to adverse weather or road conditions, or run

into enemy troops who have maneuvered or deployed in unexpected ways.

Only a few militaries manage the level of military
effectiveness needed for a major offensive — that is,
effectiveness that can be sustained for a long campaign

with significant casualties.

Historically, Middle Eastern militaries have been plagued by leadership and adaptation
failures at all levels of command, from small units refusing to deviate from the original
plan without explicit orders from above to theater-wide leaders’ failure to recognize and
react to battlefield reality.>® These problems are not essential characteristics of all
regional armed forces, but their political and cultural roots are likely to remain common
for the foreseeable future. Even if a few elite units are groomed for high performance or
happen to perform well through the luck of the draw in getting better leadership,
regional militaries as a whole are likely to be held back by the morass of slow-reacting,

mediocre units on whose performance a bid for hegemony would have to rely.

Fourth, the aggressor would need to be good at fighting on the offense under modern

battlefield conditions.?® The modern battlefield is witheringly lethal.?” Dismounted

25 Pollack. Armies of Sand. 146, 171-72, 445-49.

% Biddle. Military Power. 35-40, 194-95.

% Biddle. Military Power. Chapter 3; Talmadge. Dictator’s Army. 5-6; Ryan Grauer and Michael C. Horowitz. “What
Determines Military Victory? Testing the Modern System.” Security Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1 (February 2012), 83-112.
These battlefield conditions occur at the tactical level — any time modern forces actually fight. The risk of significant
casualties and the requirements for complex tactical coordination apply in meeting engagements, when neither side
is prepared for a fight, and also when one or both sides is dug in. Lack of competence on both sides — say, poor
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infantry and heavy armored vehicles alike are at risk. Troops can only survive through
complex, coordinated activities. Soldiers need to maneuver in short bursts from one
terrain feature to another to maintain concealment from enemy fire — features that
individual soldiers need to be able to identify under highly stressful conditions. Soldiers
also need to limit their maneuvers to only those times when they are covered by friendly
forces firing to suppress the enemy’s ability to observe and respond. Individual soldiers
and small-unit leaders need to recognize the different types of threats that they face and
be able to communicate with and rely on the right type of friendly forces to suppress the
enemy’s fire. Even troops away from the battlefront are vulnerable: When artillery fires, it
often reveals its location to the enemy and becomes subject to counter-battery fire;
when air defense units turn on their radars, their emissions reveal their location, and it is
only a matter of time before adversary munitions home in, forcing the unit to move, seek
cover, or at least turn off its radar, taking it out of the fight. All units need to know how to
shoot, scoot, cover, and communicate.? Military effectiveness, or even just survival,
takes much more than courage, physical strength, and basic marksmanship. Only a few
militaries manage the level of military effectiveness needed for a major offensive — that

is, effectiveness that can be sustained for a long campaign with significant casualties.

Fifth, even after a conventional victory, a potential hegemon’s army would need to
maintain political control of occupied territory, converting the gains of conquest into
political hegemony, governing and exploiting the resources of the defeated states.?® In

the modern age of nationalism, most conquering armies can expect resistance. When

marksmanship — can prolong fights and can allow for engagements with relatively low casualties, but those
low-casualty, low-productivity engagements would not contribute to either side’s effort to achieve regional hegemony.
2 For description of artillery’s challenges in modern high-intensity combat, see Gordon, John IV et al. Army Fires
Capabilities for 2025 and Beyond. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2019. 121, 139, 152, 164; Comparing
the experience of Iraqi air defenses in 1991 to Serbian air defenses in 1999 highlights the importance of
shooting-and-scooting. See, for example, Heginbotham et al. “U.S.-China Scorecard.” 128-29.

2 1t is not really necessary for a hegemon to hold political control over the occupied territory (which would constitute
converting the hegemony into an empire); smashing the adversary’s military would be enough, such that both sides —
and bystanders — agreed that the victor had regional “dominance.” But for contenders in the Persian Gulf, maintaining
political control might be especially attractive to extract material gains, contributing to the cumulativity of conquest
and increasing the aggressor’s absolute (not just relative) power. On empire vs. hegemony, see Prys, Miriam and
Stefan Robel. “Hegemony, not empire.” Journal of International Relations and Development, Vol. 14, No. 2 (2011),
247-79; on cumulativity of Persian Gulf conquest, see Andrew J. Coe and Jonathan N. Markowitz. “Crude
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the conqueror comes from a different ethnicity or religious background, the probability
of local resistance is higher, and the resistors may be especially willing to suffer and
sacrifice to fight back fiercely.*® In recent decades, insurgencies have been ubiquitous in
the Middle East, resisting extra-regional and intra-regional occupiers alike. Foreign
occupiers may struggle to fight back and impose order. They may be unfamiliar with
local customs, habits, and even languages, limiting their intelligence collection and
understanding of what reactions and defenses could make the situation worse rather
than better.®" Furthermore, in the Middle East, the occupier’s ability to provide good
governance may be limited even at home, let alone in the occupied territory, reducing
the occupier’s ability to co-opt local civilians to aid in controlling an insurgency.*> And
patrolling occupied territory requires large numbers of troops, diverting soldiers from
the next planned offensive in the bid for hegemony.*® Overall, making conquest
cumulative — making initial gains an asset rather than a liability in the continuing effort

to establish regional hegemony — can be very difficult.

None of the four potential contenders in the Middle East

has the requisite capabilities to establish hegemony.

A potential regional hegemon would need all five of these core capabilities. None of the
four potential contenders in the Middle East has the requisite capabilities, and none has
the plausible potential to rapidly acquire them in a way that would give it a relative

advantage over its opponents.

% Posen, Barry R. Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy. Ithaca, New York. Cornell University Press,
2015.

31 For further discussion, see Gholz and Press, “Footprints in the Sand.”

32 Assuming that the “hearts-and-minds” method of pacification is most effective, maximum application of coercive
force is an alternative, though that might require an even larger occupying military force. See Hazelton, Jacqueline L.
“The ‘Hearts and Minds’ Fallacy: Violence, Coercion, and Success in Counterinsurgency Warfare.” International
Security, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Summer 2017), 80-113.

33 Edelstein, David. Occupational Hazards: Success and Failure in Military Occupation. Ithaca, New York. Cornell
University Press, 2008; R. Royce Kneece, Jr,, et al. Force Sizing for Stability Operations: Main Report. Alexandria,
Virginia. Institute for Defense Analyses, March 2010. The classic is James T. Quinlivan. “Force Requirements in
Stability Operations.” Parameters, Vol. 25, No. 1 (1995), 59-69.
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As of today, Iraq looks to be the weakest potential contender. Its military is broken after
decades of unsuccessful combat. What is left of the Iraqi military is almost entirely
focused on internal defense, fighting with and against militias struggling for local
political influence and trying to suppress terrorism.3* The military has been politicized,
and many of its members are corrupt, both factors that substantially reduce the
effectiveness of its leadership, initiative, and unit cohesion.*® Logistics no longer
function, partly due to corruption that leads supplies to disappear or to be misallocated,
but also due to failures of the army’s transition to a complex, computer-based, “modern”
system that attempts to maximize efficiency but relies too much on individual initiative
(units requesting what they need) and is too brittle for local conditions.?® And finally,
Iraq’s total population is probably too small to conquer and occupy its major neighbors,
especially given the high-salience internal divisions within Iraq that would make it hard
to draw from the full population base for an offensive war. It might be more reasonable
to fear that Iraq would not put up the expected resistance to another country’s bid for
hegemony than to fear that Iraq itself would become a potential hegemon. On the plus
side, Iraq has a history of nationalism bringing the country’s population together to
resist an outside invader, though that Iran-Iraq War history was a long time ago, before
the heightening of internal divisions (and heightened allegiance of local militias to

Iranian support) during the long Iraqi civil war.

% 1n 2009, it was possible to write optimistically about Iragi military development, suggesting that Iraq might want to
develop significant conventional forces that could include the capability to attack neighbors. Thompson, Eric V. “The
Iraqi Military Re-Enters the Gulf Security Dynamic.” Middle East Policy, Vol. 16, No. 3 (Fall 2009), 28-40. Even then, the
military was already deeply committed to internal political struggles; after Prime Minister Maliki’s exclusion of Sunni
officers and later ISIS’ 2014 battlefield successes, Irag’'s military weakness became very clear, showing dependence
on mass mobilization of Shi'a militias and a few combat-effective elite units, which took significant casualties in the
fight against ISIS. Pollack. Armies of Sand. 172, 494, 503.

% Sullivan, Marisa.“Maliki’'s Authoritarian Regime.” Institute for the Study of War Middle East Security Report No. 10
(April 2013); Pollack. Armies of Sand. 512-13.

% Pollack. Armies of Sand. 34-35.
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A Soldier assigned to the 7th Battalion, 180th Brigade, Royal Saudi Land Forces, holds his unit's colors during the Opening Ceremony
of Friendship and Ironhawk Il at the Northwest Tactical Training Center in Tabuk, Saudi Arabia, April, 5, 2014. (U.S. Army photo by
Staff Sgt. Andrew Porch, 2nd ABCT PAO, 4th Inf. Div.)

Saudi Arabia likewise is an unlikely contender for regional hegemony. Access to money
is Saudi Arabia’s greatest advantage — notably, money to buy advanced weapons and
perhaps allies, whether other governments or local militias within other countries. But
Saudi money is not boundless, and more and more seems committed to ensuring
internal stability, leaving less surplus to fund military adventures.®” More importantly,
Saudi military disadvantages are substantial and cannot be overcome simply through
spending. Saudi Arabia’s population is even smaller than Iraqg’s, and the regime fears
that a significant fraction is not politically or religiously reliable, limiting its ability to
mobilize for an offensive. Saudi Arabia would be hard pressed to create the military

mass to attack and occupy its neighbors. Mercenaries and bribed local militias would

%7 Gause, F. Gregory llI. “Saudi Arabia in the New Middle East.” Council on Foreign Relations Special Report No. 63
(December 2011); Steffen Hertog. “Rentier Militaries in the Gulf States: The Price of Coup-Proofing.” International
Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3 (August 2011), 400-402; Silvia Colombo. “The GCC Countries and the
Arab Spring: Between Outreach, Patronage, and Oppression.” Instituto Affari Internationali Working Paper 12-9 (March
2012).
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not be sufficient to serve as an occupying force. Furthermore, the Saudi armed forces
have performed poorly in military exercises and past conflicts, notably in Yemen, and
they would require an enormous transformation to prepare for major offensive
operations.®® Basic marksmanship is weak; few pilots and soldiers are able to use the
full range of capabilities of their high-tech equipment. Maintenance is often neglected
and is slowly conducted at the depot rather than in the field, often by foreign contractors
who might be induced (say, by the United States) to leave rather than support a Saudi
offensive war. Saudi units do not work together to maximize combined-arms effects.
The Saudi military is not equipped with mobile air defense or with the necessary
logistics equipment to supply power-projection forces. Finally, the Saudis have political
and religious conflicts with many people across the Middle East — in recent years, with
Qatar, Egypt, various factions in Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, Iraq, and of course Iran
— so interactions with locals in conquered countries would likely prove extremely
difficult.®

Comparison of Military Expenditure in 2020

SAUDI ARABIA $57.5 billion

ISRAEL S 21.7 billion
USA

$778 billion »w» UAE $20 billion
» TURKEY $17.7 billion
= |RAN $15.8 billion

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, 2021
SIPRI does not have data for Qatar and UAE, which are calculated separately using the CIA World Factbook and the 2017 estimate.

38 Pollack. Armies of Sand. 35, 38.
% Gause, F. Gregory lll. Beyond Sectarianism: The New Middle East Cold War. Brookings Doha Center Analysis Paper
No. 11 (July 2014).
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Iran is the country that Americans most often think of as posing a threat to dominate
the Middle East, but its military lacks key capabilities to make a hegemonic bid. The
most important feature of the Iranian military is its emphasis on unconventional
warfare, especially in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, essentially a second
military force that receives more resources than Iran’s traditional military.*> Some of the
unconventional warfare techniques are more public relations sizzle than real military
capabilities: photo ops of fast speedboats circling and volley fires of modestly accurate
ballistic missiles — or photoshopped facsimiles of such spectacles.*' Yet other special
warfare capabilities are real, if limited, allowing the IRGC and the Quds Force to
meaningfully support allies in various Middle Eastern civil wars and to help the Iranian
regime maintain political stability at home.** These capabilities might make Iran
relatively well placed to handle some of the requirements of post-conquest occupations,
although Iran’s Persian and Shi'a characteristics would simultaneously exacerbate the
difficulty of interactions with many conquered locals. But experience in internal politics
also comes with other disadvantages. Advancement to military leadership positions in
Iran can depend significantly on politicking and religious loyalty rather than on merit,
and some military leaders actually spend substantial effort on running the various
businesses that the military owns, which account for a significant fraction of the Iranian
economy — rarely, if ever, a feature of first-class offensive potential.* Iran’s best military
forces are neither trained nor equipped to defeat rival militaries and seize control of

territory.

40 Czulda, Robert. “The Defensive Dimension of Iran’s Military Doctrine: How Would They Fight?” Middle East Policy,
Vol. 23, No. 1 (Spring 2016), 93, 95-96, 99; Shahram Chubin, “Is Iran a Military Threat?” Survival, Vol. 56, No. 2
(April-May 2014), 65-88.

4! lran’s January 2020 ballistic missile attack on U.S. forces stationed at Iragi bases suggests that some of its
new-design, solid-fueled missiles are more accurate than had previously been thought, perhaps accurate enough to
produce some military effects rather than just political terror. Most of Iran’s ballistic missile force is still composed of
simpler liquid-fueled missiles that, in Iran’s models, are wildly inaccurate. Most public discussion about Iranian
missile improvements has focused on their range rather than their accuracy. For a summary of Iran’s arsenal, see
Elleman, Michael. “Iran’s Ballistic Missile Program.” The Iran Primer, January 13, 2021.

“2 Filkins, Dexter. “The Shadow Commander.” The New Yorker, Vol. 89, No. 30 (September 2013), 42-53
https:/www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/09/30/the-shadow-commander ; Ariane M. Tabatabai. “After Soleimani:
What's Next for Iran’s Quds Force?” CTC Sentinal, Vol. 13, No. 1 (January 2020), 28-33.
https://ctc.usma.edu/after-soleimani-whats-next-irans-quds-force/

“ Hen-Tov, Elliot and Nathan Gonzalez. “The Militarization of Post-Khomeini Iran: Praetorianism 2.0.” The Washington
Quarterly, Vol. 34, No. 1 (Winter 2011), 52-53; Talmadge. The Dictator’s Army. 170-71; Ward. Immortal. 4.
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Iranian soldiers participate in an international military exercise in Pesochnoye, Russia, June 2018. (SemikArt / Shutterstock.com).

Meanwhile, Iran’s conventional military has struggled for decades. In some ways, it is
impressive that Iran has managed to keep any of its equipment operating through
intense economic sanctions that include spare parts embargoes and export controls on
military and dual-use products. But maintenance, upgrades, and even the ability to
minimally equip a large force are still problems for Iran. When the domestic Iranian
arms industry announces a new, innovative piece of equipment, it is often cobbling
together working bits of old equipment to produce a chimera that at least keeps some
tanks or helicopters in the field; production volumes are necessarily limited.** Even if
diplomatic circumstances change, allowing Iran to purchase some of the modern
equipment that it would need for major offensives, it would need to assimilate the new

equipment, learn to use it to its full potential, and overcome profound internal barriers

44 Czulda, Robert. “Defence industry in Iran — between needs and real capabilities.” Defense and Security Analysis, Vol.
36, No. 2 (April 2020), 201-17. Another analyst refers to the possibility that some Iranian defense industry
announcements are “vaporware.” See Shahryar Pasandideh. “Under the Radar, Iran’s Cruise Missile Capabilities
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that have limited the Iranian military’s ability to pull off combined-arms operations in the
past.** For example, Iran has for years supposedly been about to take delivery of
advanced Russian S-400 mobile air defense systems, but even if it does, the Iranian
military will need to learn to use them, in a combined arms fashion, in the difficult
circumstances of moving for military offensives.*® Iran’s leadership would also always
be tempted to reserve the advanced air defenses for high-value targets at home, notably
political leadership and nuclear facilities. And even if Iran’s policy changed and it made
a major commitment to investing in its conventional forces, the organizational division
between the IRGC and the conventional military would continue to severely hamper

strategic planning and operational effectiveness.*’ Turning Iran’s military into an

offensive force capable of threatening to establish regional hegemony would be a major,

expensive, politically wrenching, long-term project.

Finally, Turkey is actually the closest regional power to having the capability to threaten
regional hegemony. The main disadvantages that the Turks would face are the huge
distances that its military would have to cover to defeat the other substantial militaries
in the region and the problems that the Turkish military would likely face interacting with
the local population wherever it fights in the Middle East. Turks would face ethnic,
religious, and cultural differences fighting in key parts of the region; Turkey would be
especially likely to stimulate resistance to an invasion or occupation force. On the other
hand, Turkey has a large population and a large, modern military. The army’s training
and equipment have benefitted from NATO membership, and its conventional combat

experience has been relatively successful.®® Yet these strengths must match up against

4> Biddle, Stephen and Robert Zirkle. “Technology, Civil-Military Relations, and Warfare in the Developing World.”
Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 19, No. 2 (June 1996), 171-212. On Iran’s access to the global arms market, see
Agnes Helou. “Who will sell Iran weapons now that the arms embargo is dead"" Defense News, November 16, 2020.

bargo-is-dead/

46 Suciu, Peter. “Will Russia Sell Its S-400 Air Defense Platform to Iran?” National Interest, October 7, 2020.
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/will-russia-sell-its-s-400-air-defense-platform-iran-170238

47 Ward. Immortal. 297; Talmadge, Dictator’s Army. 217, 222, 231-32, 236.

“8 Pack, Jason and WoIfgang Pusztal “Turning the T|de How Turkey Won the War for Tr|poI| " Mlddle East Institute,
November 10, 2020. https: k ; Can Kasapoglu.
“Turkey’s Growing Military Expedltlonary Posture,” Jamestown Foundatlon Terrorism Monitor, VoI 18, No. 10 (May 15,
2020) https:/jamestown.org/program/turkeys-growing-military-expeditionary-posture/ ; Haldun Yalginkaya, “Turkey’s
Overlooked Role in the Second Nagorno Karabakh War,” German Marshall Fund of the United States, January 21,
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compensating weaknesses. Some of Turkey’s most important military activities have
focused on internal, unconventional operations, whether against its domestic Kurdish
population or across the border in Syria, and complicated internal politics and a history
of coups have led to debilitating politicization and coup-proofing within the military.*

Those factors would hamper Turkish offensive capabilities in the Middle East.

Overall, the Middle East is generally a region of low-competence conventional militaries.
The local militaries are politicized and significantly, though not exclusively, oriented
toward ensuring domestic control in their home countries. That is good for the United
States, which desires to prevent regional hegemony. Wars between ineffective large
militaries, like the Iran-Irag War of the 1980s, can cause terrible suffering, but they have
little effect on the U.S. national interest. Offensives gain little ground at tremendous
cost, and the slow activity at the front offers other countries in the region many

opportunities to adjust their support for one side or the other to maintain balance.

Overall, the Middle East is generally a region of

low-competence conventional militaries.

Moreover, some of the smaller countries in the Middle East seem to have the higher
quality militaries. “Little Sparta,” as the United Arab Emirates is sometimes known, can
meaningfully contribute to defense against a marauding regional power, but the tiny UAE
cannot realistically threaten to sweep through several larger countries in a bid for

hegemony.® The same goes for the relatively combat-effective Hezbollah fighters in

4 Orbach, Danny. “What Coup-Proofing Will Do to Turkey’s Military: Lessons from Five Countries.” War on the Rocks,
September 27, 2016

50 Pollack Kenneth M. S|2|ng Up Little Sparta: Understanding UAE M|I|tary Effectlveness American Enterprise
Instltute October 27, 2020
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Lebanon and for Israel’s vaunted military.>’ Small militaries that punch above their

weight are also good for the status quo-oriented United States.

Some fear the possibility of an extra-regional power establishing hegemony in the
Middle East — notably, that a great power like China or Russia would ally with a country
within the region, build military bases, and flow enough military power into the Middle
East to dominate it. The challenges that the United States has faced trying to control
events in the Middle East in recent decades should create substantial skepticism that
another foreign military power with much weaker and less experienced power-projection
forces than the United States could create a regional military hegemony, a more difficult
mission than the United States’ unsuccessful effort. Furthermore, China and Russia
have much less air and sealift capacity to support such an expedition, and neither
enjoys the “Command of the Commons” that facilitates such power projection.*? Finally,
despite Russia’s military ties to Syria and the much-debated possibility of a growing
Chinese-lranian relationship, there is little indication that a major Middle Eastern power
is interested in forging an offensive military alliance with either extra-regional power.>®
Such an alliance, if backed by real military capabilities and deployments of the hundreds
of thousands of foreign troops that would be needed to bid for regional hegemony,
would present a major change to the international security environment that would
require significant rethinking of U.S. national security policy. But that potential could not
evolve rapidly, and without the threat of a sudden shift in dynamics, there is no reason
for pre-commitments or preventive responses. The United States (and other countries
around the world) could consider such a situation if and when it started to evolve,

developing a new strategy for that possible future scenario as its contours became

*1 Israel is also particularly unlikely to seek to conquer the entire Middle East, given that it already faces demographic
challenges to its identity. See, for example, Desch, Michael C. “A ‘Final Solution’ to a Recurrent Tragedy.” Security
Studies, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Spring 2004), 151-57.
52 Posen, Barry R. “Command of the Commons: The Military Foundation of U.S. Hegemony.” International Security, Vol.
28, No. 1 (Summer 2003), 5-46.
%% In particular, China’s relationships in the region clearly emphasize economic interests, not lasting military
deployments; commitments are vague and mostly concern routine activities touted (and exaggerated) for
propaganda value. Figueroa, William. “China-Iran Relations: The Myth of Massive Investment.” The Diplomat, April 6,
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clear. For now, the threat of an extra-regional Middle Eastern hegemon — whether

Russia or China — is negligible in any reasonable military analysis of the region.

Given the low risk of regional hegemony in the Middle East, what might the United
States military nevertheless do to serve the U.S. national interest? First, the United
States might reasonably choose to cut back on its current tool of choice in the region.
For decades, much of the non-combat U.S. effort has emphasized attempts to train
local forces that the United States has considered to be “friendly.” These efforts have
had little payoff in terms of apparent improvements in local force quality.>* Notably,
heavily trained Iraqgi forces melted away in the face of ISIS attacks, and U.S.-trained
Saudi forces performed poorly in Yemen, struggling against Houthi militias while killing
and injuring many non-combatants. Perhaps more important, even successful training, if
it were to improve Middle Eastern militaries’ ability to execute modern combined arms
tactics, would augment the locals’ capabilities on both the offensive and the defensive,
offering little leverage over the core issue for the U.S. national interest, namely locals’
ability to bid for regional hegemony. Reducing U.S. military contact with regional
militaries could also improve the U.S. image among the people of the Middle East — or
at least mitigate the conspiratorial image that the United States is the real power
controlling local politics and setting the local agenda. Even those people inclined to be
hostile to the United States would tend to view the U.S. military as a more distant

influence rather than as a day-to-day priority on their list of complaints.>

% Karlin, Mara. “Why military assistance programs disappoint.” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 96, No. 6 (November/December
2017), 111-20; Pollack. Armies of Sand. 517-18.

% Telhami, Shibley. The World Through Arab Eyes: Arab Public Opinion and the Reshaping of the Middle East. New York.
Basic Books, 2013.
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If the United States found it necessary to fight a war in the
Middle East — if, against the odds, a regional power
actually seemed on the march towards regional hegemony
— the U.S. military’s primary tool to tip the balance would

be air power.

Second, even if the United States opted not to cut back its arms sales to the region, it
could change the emphasis in the types of weapons that it sells. Even though it is rarely
possible to classify particular weapon systems as “favoring the offense” or “favoring the
defense” — because supposedly defensive weapons can be employed to lightly screen a
front while freeing up other forces for an attack and because supposedly offensive
weapons can be employed in counterattacks to blunt an opponent’s thrust — the United
States could focus its arms sales on weapons that generally make it harder for armies
to move in open territory.>® That choice could hamper both the offensive and the
defensive in the region, but it would hamper the offensive to a relatively greater extent.
Modern anti-tank guided missiles, even those operated by dismounted infantry, can stop
advancing forces or at least raise the opponent’s need to use combined-arms
techniques to suppress the defenders’ fire — putting more emphasis on a
difficult-to-perform military task that regional militaries have shown little ability to
execute in the past. Small unmanned aerial systems (drones) likewise can help
defenders find and damage attackers who are on the move without offering as much
benefit on the offense because of their range and payload limitations.>” The focus
should be on relatively simple, low-cost, easy-to-operate systems that put additional

stress on offensive forces and make life easier for defenders.

% Lieber, Keir A. War and the Engineers: The Primacy of Politics over Technology. Ithaca, New York. Cornell University
Press, 2015.

%7 Kington, Tom. “The drone defense dilemma: How unmanned aircraft are redrawing battle lines.” Defense News,
February 14, 2021.
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Third, and perhaps most important, the United States could offer stand-off, strategic
intelligence to everyone in the region that would make successful conventional
offensives difficult or even impossible. Most obviously, U.S. satellite reconnaissance
could alert the world, including local defenders, to an imminent threat of troops massing
on a Middle Eastern border, minimizing the risk that any offensive effort would achieve
strategic surprise. Truthfully, that sort of alert would not require the sophistication of
U.S. intelligence satellites, and the United States would not need to risk revealing its true
high-end satellite capabilities in transmitting this sort of intelligence. Everyone in the
world now has commercial access to satellite imagery adequate for this purpose.
Open-source global news should be sufficient to prevent sudden military surprise,
whether Middle Eastern governments are themselves purchasing satellite images or

not.%®

What specifically U.S. satellite-based intelligence could reveal that would be more useful
and perhaps more decisive is evidence of Middle Eastern military exercises preparing
for less-imminent offensives. Successful attacks by Middle Eastern militaries using
modern military technology have been heavily scripted and practiced affairs — for
example, the successful Iragi offensives that ended the Iran-Irag War in 1988 and that
conquered Kuwait in 1990.*° Militaries can partially compensate for their officers’ lack of
initiative and adaptability through extensive advance preparation, but if likely defenders
are watching and learning the scripts, they can counter or blunt the coming offensives.
The U.S. military might be uniquely positioned to monitor, understand, and explain
offensive military preparations, certainly compared to the limited surveillance and
analysis capabilities indigenous to the region. The commitment to do so — if the United
States could build enough credibility for truthful intelligence assistance with countries in
the region — could make a significant difference in blocking efforts to achieve regional
hegemony. Given its past hostility toward certain countries in the region and the likely

difficulty of building trusted intelligence-sharing relationships, the United States might

%8 Lin-Greenberg, Erik and Theo Milonopoulos. “Private Eyes in the Sky: Emerging Technology and the Political
Consequences of Eroding Government Secrecy.” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 65, No. 6 (February 2021),
1067-1097.

% Talmadge. Dictator’s Army. 160; Pollack. Armies of Sand. 153-54, 472-75.
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even want to commit to revealing evidence of offensive preparation by Middle Eastern
militaries publicly rather than privately as a way to build U.S. credibility with all countries

in the region.

The political benefits of staying offshore and avoiding the
need to choose friends and allies in peacetime, long in
advance of any major conventional war in the Middle East,

would be substantial.

And finally, if the United States found it necessary to fight a war in the Middle East — if,
against the odds, a regional power actually seemed on the march towards regional
hegemony — the U.S. military’s primary tool to tip the balance would be air power.
Regional armies on the offensive would be terribly exposed, moving along known and
constrained routes, often in the open, and with weak mobile air defenses. These
conventional forces would be easy pickings for American air-launched precision-guided
munitions, munitions that can readily be employed from carrier-based aircraft. While
land-based aircraft have an advantage in their sortie-generation rate, which could prove
decisive in an intense campaign against a large, effective, peer-competitor military in
some terrain, the actual conditions of a Middle Eastern defense would be very unlikely
to require the maximum U.S. effort that local air bases would enable. Even a major
offensive by a Middle Eastern military would not involve so many vehicles and such a
rapid rate of advance as to overwhelm sea-based air power’s striking potential.
Furthermore, a relatively small number of hits on forces advancing while confined to a
narrow channel like a road or a pass (as in a Middle Eastern bid for hegemony) can
create panic and traffic jams that would halt the advance and give time for “slow”
sea-based air power to launch plenty of sorties to eliminate the threat. Finally, in real
(and very unlikely) extremis, land-based U.S. aircraft could fly to and use local air bases,
as the United States planned in the 1980s and executed in the 1991 Gulf War. Primarily

relying on carrier-based air power for the ultimate fallback intervention force might be a
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bit more expensive in terms of the defense budget cost of building and maintaining
aircraft carriers and carrier-based aircraft compared to the defense budget cost of
land-based tactical aircraft. But the political benefits of staying offshore and avoiding
the need to choose friends and allies in peacetime, long in advance of any major

conventional war in the Middle East, would be substantial.

Kenneth Pollack, a leading analyst of Middle Eastern militaries, offered an interesting
summary of the political-military development of the Arab states over the past century:
They are slowly learning that they cannot achieve their offensive political goals using
military force, given the current balance of power and military technology.®® The same
point extends to non-Arab states in the region, including Iran. It may be that some
countries have not yet gotten that message — for example, Saudi Arabia continues
futilely and brutally to try to assert its military power in Yemen — but the underlying fact
is that attempts at conquest and offensive power projection in the region are not
productive. That leaves the United States military with nothing much to do in its effort to

prevent the rise of a Middle Eastern regional hegemon.

Protecting the flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz

The other major goal set by the Quincy Institute’s Middle East strategy is to preserve the
free flow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz.®' According to the U.S. Energy Information
Administration, an average of 20.7 million barrels of crude oil and petroleum products
traveled from Persian Gulf ports through the strait each day to reach global markets in
2018.%% Flows through the strait vary somewhat over time — for example, their points of

origin and total amount changed as the level of stringency of economic sanctions

® Pollack. Armies of Sand. ix-x.

1 The earlier report actually did not specify the focus on oil trade; instead, it discussed commerce more generally.
This report focuses on oil trade through the region’s major chokepoint because that is the subset of trade that is
crucial for the United States and global markets. Oil dominates trade between the Middle East and the rest of the
world, and the non-oil trade in relatively prosaic products is a relatively small fraction of global non-oil trade.
Disruptions to Middle Eastern non-oil trade would be economically hard on the countries of the Middle East but would
have limited effect on the global economy and the well-being of people around the world.

2 Barden, Justine. “The Strait of Hormuz is the world’s most important oil transit chokepoint.” U.S. Energy Information

Administration, June 20, 2019. https:/www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=39932.
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against Iranian oil exports varied over the past decade — but they have remained in the

neighborhood of satisfying 20 percent of global oil demand for many years.

It is impossible for military action to prevent attacks on a
handful of ships at a time, but in recent years, the oil
market has dealt with such small-scale attacks with barely

a ripple.

It is impossible for military action to prevent attacks on a handful of ships at a time, but
in recent years, the oil market has dealt with such small-scale attacks with barely a
ripple. Tankers have been hit with rocket-propelled grenades, missiles, limpet mines, and
remotely controlled exploding speedboats, in some cases disrupting individual transits
through the strait, and in some cases not.®®* These events surely caused anxiety for
seamen on the ships that were hit, though there is little indication of casualties from the
attacks. They were surely costly for particular businesses, including the owners of the
ships that were hit, their insurance companies that had to pay for repairs, and their
customers who may have faced an unexpected delivery delay. But they did not have any
effect at the scale of the immense global economy, in which many mechanisms

naturally compensate for minor shifts in supply and demand.

® For examples, see Lagone, Sam. “Pentagon: Oil Tanker Hit by 3 RPGs Near Yemen in Bab el-Mandeb Strait.” USN/
News June 6, 2017

] i i ] ait; Alex Longley,
Donna Abu Nasr and Ann Koh. “Oil tanker attacked in Saud| Arablan Red Sea termlnal OI/ World November 25, 2020.

Cunnlngham ‘Mines used in tanker attack look like those shown by Iranian military, exploswes expert says.”
Washmgton Post, June 19, 2019.

ives- exDert savs/2019/06/1 9/3cc4cd4c 9294-11e9-956a-88c291 ab5c38 _story. htmI Summer Sald and Stephen Kalin.

“Oil Tanker Attacked at Saudi Port Amid Iran Tensions.” Wall Street Journal, December 14, 2020.
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Navy visit, board, search and seizure team members assigned to the guided-missile destroyer USS Preble watch as
their rigid hull inflatable boat approaches an international oil tanker in the Persian Gulf while conducting interaction
patrols. (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Ron Reeves).

Non-military disruptions of one or two tanker transits at a time are normal events, due to
severe weather, accidents and unexpected maintenance issues, or surprising shifts in
demand that cause traders to buy and sell oil during a tanker’s transit, changing the
ship's efficient route to market.®* Privately held oil inventories, which include billions of
barrels of oil on any given day, accommodate these schedule variations naturally, and
they do the same for the minor hiccups caused by small-scale attacks on oil trade.®® The
inability of defending militaries to prevent such attacks does not justify a reinvigorated
or expanded defensive military effort. Such small-scale attacks are rare because they
have little effect and therefore do not motivate attackers to attempt them. Those that do
occur are criminal-scale activities, a little friction in global markets best dealt with by

coast guards and police work.

% U.S. Energy Information Administration. “What Drives Crude Oil Prices?” June 8, 2021.

https://www.eia.gov/finance/markets/crudeoil/supply-opec.php.
85 Cahill, Ben. “The Qil Inventory Challenge.” Center for Strategic and International Studies Commentary, April 20, 2020.
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But were some country’s military to make a major effort that successfully blocked the
full normal flow through the Strait of Hormuz, other sources of oil would not be able to
compensate fully, even if governments triggered extreme compensation measures. The
daily flow rate for oil from public stockpiles like the U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve is
limited, pipelines that could divert oil to meet tankers on the Red Sea or Gulf of Oman
rather than in the Persian Gulf can only accommodate a fraction of the exports that
normally pass through the strait, and much of the world’s spare capacity for oil
production is located behind the strait and would be cut off from markets by a transit
disruption there.®® These major supply-side adjustment mechanisms could match, barrel
for barrel, a disruption of roughly half of the oil that tankers normally carry through the
Strait of Hormuz, at a relatively small increase in cost, as they have matched historic
political-military disruptions of oil markets like the onset of the Libyan civil war.®’ But a
complete blockage of the strait would suddenly leave the market short on the order of
10 million barrels per day.®® And demand for oil is generally quite inelastic in the near
term, meaning that the global economic cost of dealing with that shortage would be

extremely traumatic, enough to call for a military response.®’

% U.S. Congressional Research Service. “The Strategic Petroleum Reserve: Background, Authorities, and
Considerations.” Report R46355, May 13, 2020 https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R46355 ; Jason
Bordoff, Antoine Halff, and Akos Losz. “New Realities, New Risks: Rethinking the Strategic Petroleum Reserve.”
Columbia University Center on Global Energy Policy, May 30, 2018; Barden. “The Strait of Hormuz."; M. Webster Ewell,
Jr., Dagobert Brito, and John Noer. “An Alternative Pipeline Strategy in the Persian Gulf." Baker Institute, Rice
University, April 1, 2007. http://bakerinstitute.org/Pubs/TrendsinMiddleEast_AlternativePipelineStrategy.pdf; U.S.
Energy Information Administration. “What Drives Crude Oil Prices?”

7 Gholz, Eugene. “Restraint and Oil Security,” in A. Trevor Thrall and Benjamin H. Friedman, eds. U.S. Grand Strategy in
the 27° Century: The Case for Restraint. New York. Routledge, 2018. 58-79; Devin Glick. “A Look at the IEA 2011
Release of Strategic Oil Reserves.” Actuelles de I'IFRI (July 2011); Bordoff et al. “New Realities, New Risks.” 48-50.

® Here is a rough, “back-of-the-envelope” way to calculate this amount of supply disruption. Blocking the strait would
take 20 million barrels off the market, but the disruption would trigger compensation mechanisms. The U.S. Strategic
Petroleum Reserve could add about 4 million barrels a day of crude oil “supply” to the global market. Refined products
comprise a substantial percentage of European strategic reserves, so a precise estimate of a European strategic
contribution to the global oil market is not easy to compare to the U.S. SPR, but on the plus side, a significant fraction
of European strategic reserves are held above-ground, making them relatively easy to pump to consumers in high
volume. It is plausible to think that non-U.S. International Energy Agency members (plus the strategic reserves of
some non-IEA members, including China) could contribute at least another 4 million barrels per day of “supply” during
a crisis. And the Saudi East-West Petroline has about 2 million barrels per day of spare capacity to get Persian Gulf oil
to Red Sea ports, circumventing the disruption in the Strait of Hormuz. Assuming no short-term compensating
increases in non-Persian Gulf oil production, these adjustment mechanisms would leave a 10 million barrel per day
drop in oil supply to global markets from a complete blockage of the strait.

% For a survey of the economic cost issues, see Vincent, Kenneth R. “The Economic Costs of Persian Gulf Supply
Disruptions.” in Charles L. Glaser and Rosemary A. Kelanic, eds. Crude Strategy: Rethinking the U.S. Military
Commitment to Defend the Persian Gulf. Washington, D.C. Georgetown University Press, 2016. 79-112.
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Fortunately, military analysis shows that completely plugging the normal exit from the
Persian Gulf would be a difficult task for any Middle Eastern military.”® Many studies
simply skim over the analysis of how an attacker would pull off in practice what would
be needed to “close the Strait of Hormuz,” making it seem like a dangerously imminent
threat. But to deny the market that 10 million barrels per day, an attacker would need to
routinely hit many targets while conducting complex offensive operations. It would need
to identify the right targets to fire at, distinguishing valuable oil tankers from the many
other ships that ply the strait’s waters. It would have to use multiple munitions per target
ship to cause sufficient damage to stop the ship’s transit, despite the scarcity of those
munitions. And it would have to properly operate the sophisticated munitions needed
for the attacks, assuming that routine maintenance had kept those munitions in
“fighting shape.” Finally, the attacker would have to take complicated steps to keep its
forces alive and operational in the face of even local defenders’ efforts to prevent the
attacks. Each of these steps is likely to prove challenging, especially given the
less-than-perfect effectiveness that we have seen in the history of Middle Eastern

military operations.”

In reality, only one Middle Eastern country poses any threat to seaborne oil flows in the
Persian Gulf for the present and foreseeable future: Iran. No other state has procured an
arsenal of anti-ship cruise missiles, sea mines, or heavy-weight torpedoes and their
delivery systems, and no other state has created a large contingent of supposedly
fanatical special forces allegedly ready to launch suicide attacks against ships.’”? At the

same time, Iranian leaders have regularly proclaimed their intent to attack oil tankers

7% Because the U.S. military has command of the commons, it has the unique ability to disrupt oil flows, if it wanted to
— for example, to coerce China, which imports a substantial fraction of its oil consumption. For the United States to
blockade China, though, there would be no reason to cut off oil supplies at the strait, which would also deny oil
supplies to the rest of the world. The United States instead would presumably prefer a more narrowly targeted
blockade that interrupted oil supplies to particular customers. For analysis of various possibilities for such a U.S.
strategy, see Mirski, Sean. “Stranglehold: The Context, Conduct, and Consequences of an American Naval Blockade of
China.” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 36, No. 3 (June, 2013), 385-421; Eugene Gholz, Umul Awan, and Ehud Ronn.
“Financial and Security Analysis of China’s Loan-for-Oil Deals.” Energy Research and Social Science, Vol. 24 (January
2017), 42-50.

"1 For more on this approach to analyzing the threat to oil flows in the Strait of Hormuz, see the extensive web site
that the author created with a group of public policy master’s degree candidates in 2008,
https://www.strausscenter.org/strait-of-hormuz. Some of the details are now dated, but the site provides a wealth of
useful background information.

2 International Institute of Strategic Studies. The Military Balance. London. 1ISS, 2019. 320-79.
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under certain conditions, especially as threatened retaliation against U.S. military action
or even as a reaction to too-stringent economic sanctions against Iran.”® Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps conducts highly visible exercises, firing missiles (generally at
mock targets) and sending swarms of patrol boats into the strait — political theater,
good for YouTube viewers, to demonstrate the seriousness and credibility of Iran’s
threats.’”* But such razzle-dazzle is not the same thing as serious military exercises to

prepare for the real-world complexity of a sustained campaign against Persian Gulf

shipping.
The United States should recognize that an effort to

disrupt oil flows through the Strait of Hormuz faces

enormous challenges even without any U.S. reaction.

To carry all of the oil that normally flows through the strait, 33 tankers of varying sizes
now exit the strait on an average day.”” The most valuable potential targets are the Very
Large Crude Carriers (VLCCs) that carry some two million barrels of oil, and an average
of at least 10 VLCCs exit the strait each day (and 10 could carry the typical oil exports

through the strait).”® That is a large number of targets for an attacker to hit. And hitting

73 Ratner, Michael. “Iran’s Threats, the Strait of Hormuz, and Oil Markets: In Brief.” U.S. Congressional Research
Service Report R45281. August 6, 2018. 1 ; llan Goldenberg, Jessica Schwed, and Kaleigh Thomas. “In Dire Straits?
Implications of US-Iran Tensions for the GIobaI Oil Market.” Columbia University Center on Global Energy Policy,
November 21,2019.

KBN261 1A5 ; Farzin Nadimi. “Iran Applies Maximum Power to Annual IRGC Naval Exercise.” Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, Pol/cy Watch 3362, August 10, 2020

& Ratner Iran’s Threats 5. Note that the roughly 20 m|II|on barrels per day that exits the stralt can ﬂt on just 10-11
Very Large Crude Carriers. Some oil is clearly carried on smaller oil tankers, but the most important part of the oil
trade is still carried by VLCCs. “The Basics of the Tanker Shipping Market.” Euronav Special Report, April 3,2018.
7610 outbound VLCC transits per day (or the total of 20-21 VLCC transits per day, counting inbound and outbound
transits) seems like a reasonable, conservative estimate of the number of targets for an Iranian attempt to interdict
the strait. Firm numbers for actual VLCC transits are surprisingly difficult to come by in open source material. One
source reported 2,600 fully laden VLCC exits through Hormuz in the first half of 2018, an average of 14.4 per day.
Raja, Ranjlth and Glorgos Beleris. Stralt of Hormuz Can Iran Halt the Tankers’?" Refnltlv Perspectlves July 30,2018.
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tankers on one day would not permanently stop the flow of oil.”” Moreover, the strait is
not so shallow that it could be blocked by a few sunken ships in the channel, as the
Suez Canal was fifty years ago.”® If an attacker were to hit some tankers on one day,
different tankers could attempt the passage on the next — and they likely would,
because oil’'s extreme value gives producers and shippers a strong motivation to adapt
to new conditions, to repair damage rapidly, and to take risks to keep oil flowing to
markets. Oil exporters could even offer to absorb the costs of higher insurance
premiums, as they did during the Iran-Iraq War, since after all they are selling oil for
prices far above the marginal cost of production.”® Frequent references to a potential
doubling of tanker insurance rates are designed to sound scary, but the increase is
relative to such a low baseline price as to amount to only pennies of extra cost per
barrel of oil, when the price is amortized across the large volumes flowing through the
strait. The profits for oil exporters would still be huge, which would keep ships sailing.
And it would mean that the attacker would need to succeed in hitting many targets

every day, day after day, to maintain a disruption to traffic through the strait.

7 In fact, the total number of active VLCCs in the tanker market has surged in recent years to around 800 (up from
about 500 in the late-2000s), though many of them are currently being used for floating storage — effectively, more
inventory that could compensate for a disruption of the flow through the Strait of Hormuz, and also a stock of ships
that could return to actively carrying oil exports, if some VLCCs were damaged by an attempt to disrupt Persian Gulf
oil exports. Of course, the shipping market is sometimes tighter than it happens to be right now, but the general point
is that there are many VLCCs in the overall market that could be used to adjust to changes in the flow of oil through
Hormuz. Saul, Jonathan. “Crude oil in sea storage hits new record at 160 million bbls: sources.” Reuters, April 17,
2020.
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-global-oil-tankers-storage/crude-oil-held-in-sea-storage-hits-new-record-at-160-mi
J_Lm_b_b_Ls_sg_u,ms_@US_KﬂNZlZZAZ Ned Li. "Where do the world s VLCCs sail?” The Maritime Execut:ve January 9,

(X} Ne|I William D. "Correspondence Costs and leﬂcultles of Blocking the Strait of Hormuz lnternat/onal Security,
Vol. 33, No. 3 (Winter 2008/09), 191-92.

7% For the history, see Navias, Martin S. and E.R. Hooten. Tanker Wars: The Assault on Merchant Shipping During the
Iran-Iraq Crisis, 1980-1988. New York. I.B. Taurus & Co Ltd, 1996. It is difficult to know the costs of oil production in
the Persian Gulf (they are generally a guarded state secret in most countries), but most estimates are well under $20
per barrel. Saudi Aramco, widely regarded as the lowest-cost global producer, revealed some data as part of its recent
initial public offering suggesting production costs well below $10 per barrel. Ellen Wald. “Saudi Aramco IPO Would Be
Huge.” Futures, March 20, 2018. http://m.futuresmag.com/2018/03/20/saudi-aramco-ipo-would-be-huge. At those
costs, a single 2 million barrel VLCC would carry some $100 million in profits — close to the cost of building a new
VLCC, though that cost varies substantially over time (as do oil exporter profits). Note that a tanker can be
substantially damaged, even damaged beyond the point where it is worthwhile to repair it, yet not lose its oil cargo, at
least some of which can often be transferred to other ships or otherwise recovered. Qil floats, which tends to keep
damaged tankers afloat unless their keels are truly broken. Given the economics of tanker shipping and oil exports, it
is easy to see why oil-exporting countries have seen it in their interest to subsidize insurance rates or to use their own
tanker fleets to maintain exports through the strait in times of tension and war.
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The 1980s Tanker War provides a glimpse into oil tanker operators’ crisis behavior in the
Persian Gulf. Tankers continued to sail through most of the conflict, despite the threat
of attacks. So many sailed that the total number of ships attacked accounted for no
more than 2 percent of the ships passing through the Gulf.2° The United States Navy
ended up escorting convoys of reflagged Kuwaiti tankers at the end of the war, but the
convoys did not start because they were the only way to get tankers through the
gauntlet of attacks. Rather, the convoys were actually triggered by the dynamics of the
Cold War, with the United States responding to the possibility that the Soviets might
escort tankers.®' Today, one might imagine a similar diplomatic competition with the
Chinese, but there is little military or economic reason to expect attacks on oil tankers to

stop efforts to bring Persian Gulf oil exports to the global market.

Finding the roughly 10 targets a day that Iran would need to hit would also present a
problem.® Iran would likely “waste” some of its shots by mistakenly firing at
less-valuable targets than oil tankers. The oil-carrying targets sail in the midst of dozens
of other large ships each day, some of which are difficult to distinguish from tankers at a
distance on the water, especially when long-range visibility is inhibited by the normally
dusty, hazy, hot conditions of the Persian Gulf.23 And the strait is not so narrow (like
Suez) that ships must travel through it single file, or in any identifiable pattern that

would make it easier for the Iranian spotters and targeteers: at its narrowest, it is 39

8 Blair, Dennis and Kenneth Lieberthal. "Smooth Sailing: The World's Shipping Lanes Are Safe." Foreign Affairs, Vol. 86,
No. 3 (May/June 2007) ; Navias and Hooton estimate attacks on less than 1% of total vessel traffic between 1980
and 1988. See Navias and Hooton. Tanker Wars. 186. For general evidence that commercial ships operate even in
high-intensity war zones — like in World War | despite aggressive blockades by both the British and the Germans —
see Gholz, Eugene and Daryl G. Press. "The Effects of Wars on Neutral Countries: Why It Doesn't Pay to Preserve the
Peace." Security Studies, Vol. 10, No. 4 (Summer 2001), 1-57. Note that if the risk of attack ever did grow high enough
that international tanker operators did not want to try the strait, or if somehow insurance rates did become
prohibitively high, other adjustments could maintain the flow of oil. The National Oil Companies of the Persian Gulf
states own some of the largest tanker fleets in the world, and they might be more willing to order their ships to take
the risks. Alternatively, tanker companies could send old “junker” tankers into the Gulf to lift the oil and then transfer
the oil to modern, efficient VLCCs after the junkers passed through the strait, avoiding the risk to the relatively
expensive assets.

8 Marvin, Andrew R. “Operation Earnest Will: The U.S. Foreign Policy behind U.S. Naval Operations in the Persian Gulf,
1987-1989; A Curious Case.” Naval War College Review, Vol. 73, No. 2 (Spring 2020). 87-1009.

82 Note that a Saudi decision to divert the maximum amount of oil possible to Red Sea ports (about 2 million barrels
per day), avoiding threats in the strait, would probably reduce the flow of VLCCs by one tanker per day.

8 El-Shazly, Nadia El-Sayed. The Gulf Tanker War. New York, New York. St. Martin’s Press, 1998. 115; Michael Knights.
Troubled Waters: Future U.S. Security Assistance in the Persian Gulf. Washington, D.C. The Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, 2006. 72; Anthony H. Cordesman and Abraham R. Wagner. The Lessons of Modern War, Vol. II: The
Iran-Iraqg War. Boulder, Colorado. Westview Press, 1990. 540, 547.
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kilometers (21 nautical miles) across. Even though peacetime traffic is organized to
reduce the risk of accidents into the two relatively narrow channels of a Traffic
Separation Scheme, the reality is that even heavily laden supertankers that need deep
water have at least a twenty-mile width of “good water” to sail through the strait.®* VLCCs
are indeed huge ships, but in wartime, they have many routes available into and out of

the Persian Gulf, as they demonstrated when under threat during the long Iran-Iraq War.

The 1980s Tanker War provides a glimpse into oil tanker
operators’ crisis behavior in the Persian Gulf. Tankers
continued to sail through most of the conflict, despite the

threat of attacks.

Scattering tankers from the normal peacetime routes might marginally increase
accident risks, as the hard-to-maneuver behemoths sailed into waters filled with
thousands of fishing dhows and reduced their coordination with other large,
hard-to-maneuver commercial ships. That would increase the tankers’ insurance cost.
Deviating from peacetime routes would also likely lengthen tankers’ transit routes
through the strait, which would increase their fuel and carrying costs, though not as a
significant fraction of the cost of a transit to East Asia, Europe, or India. On the other
hand, scattering the tanker traffic would substantially complicate an attacker’s task in
finding targets for anti-ship cruise missiles. And even if Iranian spotters correctly
identified an oil-tanker target, a missile’s automatic terminal guidance, which homes in
on the strongest radar reflection in its vicinity when it turns on after the missile’s cruise
phase, might well pick out a different ship from the intended one in the congested
waters of the strait — or even an island or other maritime feature.?> Scattering tanker

traffic would also challenge an attacker’s ability to have a slow-moving,

8 Mojtahed-Zadeh, Pirouz. Security and Territoriality in the Persian Gulf. London, U.K. Curzon Press, 1999. 27.

8 O'Neil. “Correspondence.” 193. For example, when Hezbollah hit an Israeli frigate with an Iranian ASCM in the
summer of 2006, a second missile hit a small cargo ship nearby rather than its intended target ; Hillburn, Matt.
"Asymmetric Strategy: Growing Iranian Navy Relies on 'Unbalanced Warfare' Tactics." Seapower (December 2006),
14-17.
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torpedo-launching asset in range of a tanker’s transit route and would expand the size of
a minefield needed to threaten the strait to such a large area as to stretch mine-laying
assets too thin. The net result would diminish war-related risks and would keep the cost

of any political-military disruption manageable.

The functioning of Iran’s munitions, too, would add to the attackers’ challenge. For
example, it is always the case that a significant fraction of missiles fail to launch and
explode properly.?® Most of Iran's missiles start their flights with a solid rocket booster,
and temperatures higher than 100° F, common in the Persian Gulf, can lead to
unsatisfactory performance.®” Even the United States has had significant reliability
problems with some of its missiles. In the 1991 Gulf War, of the 307 Tomahawk cruise
missiles fired, 19 experienced pre-launch problems and six failed to transition to the
cruise phase.® Iran’s missiles might be less reliable, whether sourced from old Chinese
imports or more recent indigenous production.?® The Iranian military's historical
struggles with equipment maintenance (certainly by comparison to the U.S. military)

might compound the reliability problem.*

Similar challenges apply to other types of munitions that Iran might use to threaten
tankers in the strait. Sophisticated, modern mines are able to distinguish the type of
ship above them using complex signal processing to combine inputs from acoustic,
magnetic, pressure, and other kinds of sensors.” Iran apparently has several thousand

of these mines in its arsenal, but they are hard to maintain and deploy properly.® For

8 During the Iran-Iraq War, Sea Killer missiles failed to detonate twice out of 13 hits, and Exocet warheads failed to
detonate in at least 23 out of 257 attacks. Navias and Hooton. Tanker Wars. 183.
87 “SMS Guided Missiles, Aerodynamics, and Flight Principles.” Global Security, Chapter 9.

http://www.dlobalsecurity.org/military/library/policy/navy/nrtc/14110_ch9.pdf.
8 “BGM-109 Tomahawk.” Global Security.

http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/systems/munitions/bgm-109-var.htm; David J Nicholls. “Cruise Missiles and
Modern War.” Center for Strategy and Technology Occasional Paper No. 13 (May 2000), 9.

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA425467 .pdf

8 Czulda. “Defence industry in Iran.”; Evan Medeiros, Roger Cliff, Keith Crane, and James Mulevan. A New Direction for
China’s Defense Industry. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2005.

% Ward. Immortal. 297, 308; Kenneth M. Pollack, “The Influence of Arab Culture on Arab Military Effectiveness.” MIT
Department of Political Science, 1995. 741.

1 "Underwater Weapons — Mines." in Anthony J. Watts, ed. Jane's Underwater Warfare Systems. Alexandria, Virginia.
Jane’s Information Group Inc. March 1, 2005; Gregory Hartmann and Scott Truver. Weapons that Wait: Mine Warfare in
the U.S. Navy. Annapolis, Maryland. U.S. Naval Institute, 1991.

%2 Talmadge, Caitlin. "Closing Time: Assessing the Iranian Threat to the Strait of Hormuz." International Security, Vol.
33, No. 1 (Summer 2008), 89.
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comparison, when Iraq deployed thousands of mines in 1990 before the Gulf War, 95
percent of its sophisticated mines did not function properly: some had dead batteries;
others were deployed upside down or got stuck in the mud on the sea bottom.** Iran’s

IRGC might well do better, but the deployment would not be easy or certain.

Worse still for a potential attacker considering an effort to stop oil flows through
Hormuz, each attack on a particular tanker would require a volley of multiple missiles to
have a reasonable chance of stopping its transit. Tankers are very large ships, and
unlike warships, they are not filled with sensitive electronics and magazines of
dangerous munitions. Instead, tankers have multiple, independent cargo cells filled with
a buoyant substance that is actually difficult to set ablaze, because the cells do not have
a ready source of oxygen.®* Historically, tankers sink when their keel is broken, or they
can be destroyed when they take so much damage scattered around the ship that they
are not worth repairing. Localized damage from a single explosion is not enough, and
cruise missiles tend to hit tankers in less vulnerable places. Many are designed to pop
up and then dive into the deck of their targets, but most of the sensitive parts of a laden
tanker such as the propeller and the engine room are below the water line. During the
eight years of the Iran-Iraq War, anti-ship cruise missiles hit 150 large oil tankers, but
only 36 of them were damaged beyond economic repair, and only one actually sank,
having been struck repeatedly.®* Some damaged ships sailed to port for examination or
repairs before they continued on their journeys, but in many other cases damage was so
slight that transits were not even delayed. Because tankers continued to ply the Gulf for

years despite the risk of attacks, a number of ships were hit on multiple occasions — as

% Annati, Massimo. "Naval Mines: The Threat and Its Counter." Naval Forces, Vol. 26, No. 3 (January 1, 2005).

% Navias and Hooton. Tanker Wars. 187; Blair and Lieberthal. “Smooth Sailing."

% For this analysis, | defined "large" oil tankers as those over 100,000 DWT. Only 12 tankers between 100,000 and
200,000 DWT (the usual cut-off for VLCCs) were hit during the Tanker War; 5 of those 12 were declared constructive
total losses (CTL). Data on hits and damage were compiled from Navias and Hooten. Tanker Wars ; Sreedhar Kapil
Kaul. Tanker War: Aspect of Irag-Iran War, 1980-1988. New Delhi. ABC Publishing House, 1989 ; and a database
created by Rupert Herbert-Burns, a retired Royal Navy officer who later worked at Lloyd's, as part of his doctoral work
at St. Andrew's University in Scotland (though the written-up dissertation does not include the raw data that
Herbert-Burns graciously shared). Rupert Herbert-Burns. Petroleum Geopolitics: A Framework of Analysis. University
of St. Andrews, 2012. The sources do not always agree on their descriptions of attacks, so | counted a ship as CTL
when two of the three sources agree or when the detailed description of the attack seems especially credible —
essentially "rounding up" the amount of damage in questionable cases. Counting all cases where at least one source
lists severe damage would add four additional successful attacks for a loss rate of 27.3 percent.
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many as six in the cases of the Iranian tankers, Khark 4 and Taftan, showing just how

resilient a “lucky” ship could be.?®

The large volume of fire required to threaten the strait

would pose substantial operational constraints.

The need to fire at least 50 missiles a day would pose a capacity constraint on a
potential attacker like Iran. Various open-source estimates suggest that Iran's total
arsenal of relatively modern anti-ship missiles is small.?” In the late-1980s, it imported
perhaps 100 C-201 Seersuckers,’® 125 €S-801 Sardines,”® and 75 CS-802 Saccades from
China.'® Since then, Iran has developed the capability to indigenously manufacture
similar missiles, although there is no open-source information on their potential
production rate or the size of the indigenously produced arsenal that Iran may have built
up; we can only reliably say that Iran’s defense industry faces production constraints
due to a combination of economic sanctions, corruption, and competing Iranian
leadership priorities, and that it is prone to exaggerating its capabilities for propaganda

purposes.'”

Perhaps most importantly, the number of missiles that Iran has in its arsenal is not the
only relevant constraint. Iran apparently imported only eight land-based launchers for
the CS-801s and CS-802s and only has an additional twenty or so patrol boats modified

to fire those missiles; it is not known whether Iran has produced any additional

% Navias and Hooton. Tanker Wars. 133-35, 166-67, 183.

%7 Cordesman, Anthony H. and Aaron Lin. The Iranian Sea-Air-Missile Threat to Gulf Shipping. Washington, D.C. Center
for Strategic and International Studies, February 2015; Yiftah Safir, et al. “Iran." Middle East Military Balance. Tel Aviv,
Israel. The Institute for National Security Studies, 2007.

% “C-201 / HY-2 / SY-1 CSS-N-2 / CSS-C-3 / SEERSUCKER.” Global Security.
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/china/c-201.htm.

% E.R. Hooten, ed. Jane’s Naval Weapon Systems. Alexandria, Virginia. Jane's Information Group Inc., 2004. 298-300.
100 “C-802 / YJ-2 / Ying Ji-802 / CSS-C-8 / SACCADEC-8xx / YJ-22 / YJ-82." Global Security.

11 Robert Czulda, “Defence Industry in Iran"; Jacob L. Heim. “The Iranian missile threat to air bases: a distant second
to China's conventional deterrent.” Air & Space Power Journal, Vol. 29, No. 4 (July-August 2015). Some sources
suggest that Iran can “mass produce” some of its indigenous missiles, but they do not give any specifics on either
production rate or the current Iranian arsenal. See, for example, Andrew Hanna. “Iran’s Arsenal of Cruise Missiles.”
Iran Primer. July 6, 2020, quoting an Iranian press release.
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launchers itself.’°? Even if Iran faced no attrition of its missile launchers, it would likely

rapidly use up its entire arsenal of anti-ship missiles in a campaign against commercial
shipping — and it seems quite plausible that Iranian leadership would be loath to use all
of its missiles on commercial targets, because it might well want to save at least some

to defend against potential threats from foreign warships.

The large volume of fire required to threaten the strait would also pose substantial
operational constraints. Attackers would have to reload launchers over and over, either
driving missiles from storage sites to meet the launchers or bringing the launchers back
to the storage sites, perhaps multiple times a day. Coordinating those operations would
be hard, especially if the drivers tried to vary their routes to hide them from enemy
aircraft that would be eager to attack Iran’s limited arsenal of launchers. At a minimum,
the need to evade oil exporters’ military efforts to destroy the launchers would make
Iranian missile crews reluctant to leave hide sites and to turn on their targeting radars
(which would reveal their locations); the threat would also make them eager to “scoot”
back to those sites after firing and chary of the risk of reloading.' Fear would likely
degrade the effectiveness of the Iranian missile campaign and would surely increase
Iranian command-and-control and resupply challenges, the normal fog of war, even for
high-quality special forces. These operations are also exactly the type of complex
operations that a politicized force like the IRGC, focused on irregular warfare, militia

training, and public relations stunts, might especially struggle to perform.'*

Meanwhile, the storage sites themselves would be vulnerable to air attack: Fixed

locations such as warehouses are easy targets for modern strike weapons like those in

192 Cordesman and Lin. “The Iranian Sea-Air-Missile Threat.” 29.

1% Counterforce efforts against mobile missile launchers have not been particularly effective in the past, notably
during the “Scud Hunt” in the 1991 Gulf War, but the cat-and-mouse interaction between mobile launchers and
attackers trying to suppress or destroy them nevertheless has major operational implications. For a good history of
the Gulf War effort and its effects on both sides, see Rosenau, William. Special Operations Forces and Elusive Enemy
Ground Targets: Lessons from Vietnam and the Persian Gulf War. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2002,
Chapter 3. For continuing efforts to improve the counterforce capability, see Marcus Weisgerber. “The Increasingly
Automated Hunt for Mobile Missile Launchers.” DefenseOne April 28, 2016.

104 Byman Danlel Shahram Chubin, Anoushiravan Ehteshami, and Jerrold D. Green. Iran's Security Policy in the
Post-Revolutionary Era. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2001. 43-44 ; Michael Eisenstadt. "The Armed
Forces of the Islamic Republic of Iran: An Assessment." Middle East Review of International Affairs Journal, Vol. 5, No.
1 (March 2001), 17-18; Ward. Immortal. 315.
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the Saudi, Emirati, Kuwaiti, and other regional air forces.'® Even though Iran has proudly
announced that it has built hidden, underground “missile cities” to hold stockpiles of
weapons, traffic patterns and intelligence are likely to reveal the locations of their
entrances, which could be bombed into rubble or could provide killing zones where
soft-skinned trucks and launchers could easily be destroyed as they drove in and out.®®
Of course, as previously discussed, the Gulf States’ militaries are not highly effective,
and their air forces do not have a strong track record of hitting their bombing targets
(e.g., in Libya and Yemen), and those facts would help the Iranians sustain their
offensive. But attacks on fixed targets like warehouses, even if underground, and on
vehicles driving on open roads maximize the utility of the Gulf States’ imported smart
munitions and minimize the need for pilots’ individual initiative and complex tactics.
Defending oil traffic in this scenario is relatively manageable for the oil exporters’ forces
and is relatively difficult for the Iranian attackers’ forces. As a result, the promised long

anti-shipping campaign might actually end up being rather short.

Iran could (and likely would) try to protect its mobile launchers and missile depots using
its most sophisticated air defense systems. Creating an integrated air defense for a
known, prepared area is easier than trying to provide air-defense cover for a moving line
of attacking ground troops, so Iran might be relatively well positioned to threaten to
impose some attrition on regional air forces trying to disrupt Iran’s anti-tanker effort.’®’
The air-defense threat would surely reduce the accuracy and effectiveness of the air

strikes and complicate efforts to patrol and gather aerial intelligence on Iranian

15 Because some of these forces have difficulty using their equipment to its full capabilities, these vulnerabilities
might take some time to exploit. See Pollack. Armies of Sand. 35.
1% Tyrak, Natasha. “Iran reveals underground ‘missile city’ as regional tensions rise.” CNBC, March 16, 2021.
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/03/16/iran-reveals-underground-missile-city-as-regional-tensions-rise.html. ; For
analysis of attacks on underground, hardened sites, see Whitney Raas and Austin Long. “Osirak Redux? Assessing
Israeli Capabilities to Destroy Iranian Nuclear Facilities.” International Security, Vol. 31, No. 4 (Spring 2007), 7-33 ; Lt.
Col. Eric M. Sepp. “Deeply Buried Facilities: Implications for Military Operations.” Air War College Center for Strategy
and Technology, Paper No. 14 (May 2000).
197 For analysis of modern integrated air defense operations, see Bronk, Justin. “Modern Russian and Chinese
Integrated Air Defence Systems: The Nature of the Threat, Growth Trajectory, and Western Options.” Royal United
Services Institute Paper (January 2020). Iran’s IADS are much less sophisticated than the Russian and Chinese
deployments discussed in this paper, but the explanation of the operations and capabilities is still useful to
understanding the potential problems posed, were Iran to improve its air defenses near the Strait of Hormuz. On Iran’s
current air defenses, see Behnam Ben Taleblu and Maj. Shane “AxI” Praiswater. “Iran puts air defense assets on
display.” Military Times, October 29, 2020.
e
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operations, but it would not stop local forces from engaging to protect their countries’

oil exports.

Any U.S. activities needed to defend the Strait of Hormuz
would not require land-based U.S. deployments in

advance of a crisis.

In the end, the challenge of Iranian air defense might motivate a U.S. military
contribution to the military defense of the Strait of Hormuz. The United States could sell
other regional powers weapons designed to target Iran’s air defenses (e.g., anti-radiation
missiles). The United States could provide stand-off intelligence (e.g., from satellites) to
help regional air forces with their target selection and mission planning. And the United
States could continue its effort to develop mesh networks of inexpensive unmanned
systems that could flood the airspace around the strait, acting as observers and
potentially even kamikaze drones to attack Iran’s scarce assets like missile launchers.’
Even if cheap unmanned systems would be unlikely to have sensors sophisticated
enough to track ground vehicles in complex terrain, they would be able to readily detect
the plumes of Iranian missile launches, and once cued to a particular target, they could
likely track that target, even with remote-operator assistance, if necessary. These U.S.

activities would not require land-based U.S. deployments in advance of a crisis.

%8 This idea is a straightforward evolution of a concept presented in Hamilton, Thomas and David Ochmanek.
Operating Low-Cost, Reusable Unmanned Aerial Vehicles in Contested Environments: Preliminary Evaluation of
Operational Concepts. Santa Monica, California. RAND Corporation, 2020.
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June 30, 2007: Navy personnel direct an F-18 Hornet prior to launching off the flight deck of the Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS
John C. Stennis in the Persian Gulf (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Jon Hyde).

Similarly, some other capabilities that are not present among Persian Gulf militaries but
that would be useful to clean up after an attempt to close the strait could also be
provided by an over-the-horizon U.S. posture. For example, mine-hunting ships that
would be needed to pick up even improperly deployed Iranian mines (because no one
would know in advance which mines were functional) need not stay in the Gulf during
peacetime. These ships would benefit from periodic exercises and continuing careful
mapping of the region’s bathymetry, but if the United States wanted to provide that sort
of mine-clearing service as a global public good, it could do it as an expeditionary
mission rather than paying the political costs of peacetime local bases.’® Mine-hunting
has not been an area of great success for recent U.S. military investment — in fact, the

Littoral Combat Ships’ mine warfare mission module has been something of an

9 For background, see Ocean Studies Board Commission on Geosciences, Environment, and Resources.
Oceanography and Mine Warfare. Washington, D.C. National Academies Press, 2000. 18, 24, 27, 30-36.
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acquisition disaster — so perhaps mine warfare should be an area of more focus for the

United States military in the future.’

Overall, the goal for U.S. strategy in the Persian Gulf should be to provide a few
particular military capabilities that might tip the balance against an aggressor.”"" The
United States should recognize that an effort to disrupt oil flows through the Strait of
Hormuz faces enormous challenges even without any U.S. reaction. The United States
can use that situation to its strategic advantage, minimizing the political and economic
costs of achieving its key strategic objectives. Perhaps the greatest contribution that
the United States could make to the continuing safe transit of oil through the Strait of
Hormuz is to step back from the brink of conflict with Iran. After all, the key scenario
that the Iranians identify as a reason to attack oil tanker traffic is to respond to an

American strike against their homeland.

10 Ecksteln Megan Navy Th|nk|ng Beyond L|ttoraI Combat Shlp for Future Mine Warfare USNI News, November 2,
: arfare; Peter Ong.

ip-program/; Sébastien

Roblrn “The Navy spent $30 billion and 16 years to ﬁght Iran wrth a littoral combat ship that doesn't work.” NBC Think,
July19 2019.

m If the Unrted States for some reason decrded that it reaIIy wanted to ﬂght over the Stralt of Hormuz it could do SO
using naval forces without pre- prepared bases in the region. For discussion of the role of over-the-horizon forces in
this scenario, see Gholz and Press. “Footprints in the Sand" ; Caitlin Talmadge. "Closing Time: Assessing the Iranian
Threat to the Strart of Hormuz ! Internatlonal Securlty, VoI 33 No. 1 (Summer 2008) 82-117.
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Drawdown

How to Pursue a Responsible

Decades of U.S. military presence in the region have contributed to an artificial power
imbalance. States that align with the United States feel they can rely on the guarantee of
U.S. military might, while those deemed hostile must fear the possibility of invasion and
regime change. The U.S. role influences the behavior of both: U.S. partners act with
aggressive impunity, while U.S. adversaries seek avenues of resistance, including
arming non-state militias and proxy forces. Rather than contributing to stability, the
large presence of the U.S. military undermines U.S. interests by contributing to

instability, which in turn can enmesh the United States in additional conflicts.
Given the absence of a realistic threat of regional
hegemony from any country inside or outside the Middle
East, the United States can safely reduce the unnecessary

military burden of stationing tens of thousands of

American troops in the region.

If the United States genuinely seeks a more stable Middle East, it must remove its
weight from the scales and allow the region to recalibrate according to its actual
multipolar balance of power. By allowing regional states to balance against each other,
a more sustainable regional order can emerge, one not dependent on the eternal
presence of thousands of U.S. troops. This approach would better serve U.S. interests,
as a multipolar balance will both prevent hostile hegemony in the region and ensure that

no party can close the Strait of Hormuz.
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Consequently, to preserve Americans’ physical and economic well-being more
effectively, the United States should significantly draw down its military presence in the

region over a period of five to 10 years.

The United States should immediately begin discussions with regional powers currently
hosting U.S. troops to allow them to prepare for the U.S. drawdown. If the drawdown is
made contingent upon regional stability first being achieved, the United States will risk
giving countries that enjoy U.S. protection an incentive to destabilize the Middle East to

prevent American troops from ever going home.

The United States should instead encourage the development of a new regional security
architecture for the Persian Gulf, while maintaining an offshore military presence that
allows for intervention if necessary to protect U.S. interests. For such a security
architecture to be successful and durable, it needs regional buy-in and ownership:

Regional states should lead and drive this process themselves.

America’s continued military presence in the Middle East reflects outdated thinking.
Given the absence of a realistic threat of regional hegemony from any country inside or
outside the Middle East, the United States can safely reduce the unnecessary military
burden of stationing tens of thousands of American troops in the region. Presence is
not deterrence, nor is deterrence the only way to protect U.S. interests. With no realistic
threat, there is nothing for active U.S. efforts to deter. Ultimately, the current distribution
of power in the Middle East does not require much effort by the U.S. military, and it does

not require any U.S. military presence.
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