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Since the onset of the Cold War, the Air 
Force has relied on a chain of foreign 
bases to maintain an enduring military 
presence worldwide. This once-enormous 
network has been geographically realigned 
and greatly reduced. Fig. 1 shows the 
scope of the decline—from nearly 90 
to fewer than 30 major bases over six 
decades. Bases in Europe, Africa, Asia, 
and the Americas have faded away while 
the Middle East has grown in importance. 
Fig. 2 presents a mirror image in numbers 
of airmen. Today, USAF has only seven 
overseas fighter bases (RAF Lakenheath, 
UK; Spangdahlem AB, Germany; Aviano 
AB, Italy; Osan AB, South Korea; Kunsan 
AB, South Korea; Misawa AB, Japan; 
and Kadena AB, Japan). These are 
supplemented with dozens of smaller 
facilities and forward operating locations. 
Keeping even this remnant won’t be easy. 
In the US, support for a large overseas 
presence has dwindled. This problem has 
been compounded by Pentagon budget 
pressure, foreign anti-Americanism, and 
emerging long-range strike threats that 
make it increasingly dangerous to keep 
troops in exposed locations.
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