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Since 2023, the United States has quietly increased its military presence throughout the Middle East.
Its gradual buildup reflects a recalibrated defensive posture aimed at deterring Iranian aggression
and containing the growing threat posed by Iran-backed proxies, particularly the Houthi rebels in
Yemen. However, contrary to speculation that Washington could be preparing for some kind of
ground operation, U.S. posture in the region largely focuses on air defense systems, strategic air
assets, naval elements, rotational logistics and intelligence infrastructure rather than combat forces.
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US Military Presence in the Red Sea

Mediterranean Sea

- IRAQ
| : JORDAN
| Suez Canal = ,
“ Lt USS Harry S. Truman Carrier Strike Group
I
1
J 1 aircraft carrier 1 cruiser
I
| :
| 1 attack submarine 1 replenishment ship
1
| —tb b il b il
| PR Y - |
EGYPT | 4-6 destroyers
I 3o o B o o i e -
] i dddddddddddddcsddddesdad
| B e B B = B - -
| 75 aircraft, including 44 strike fighers
I
: Iy
| I
| I
I
I
I
|
' [
I
} i
! 22 } SAUDI ARABIA
; o |
w2 1
v % i
Suez Canal Daily Transit Calls :
I Number of tanker ships 7-day moving average |
Number of ships Bl Number of cargo ships === Prior Year: 7-day moving average :
v
®
ERITREA /Houthi-Controlled
YEMEN
SUDAN )
DJIBOUTE) "2,
Camp Lemonnier @ &
100 Mi
——— 100 Km ETHIOPIA
SOMALIA
Sources: Coucil an Foreign Relations, PortWatch, Liveuamap © 2025® Geopolitical Futures

(click to enlarge)

The expansion began amid renewed tensions in the region driven by the Iranian nuclear threat, the
resumption of Iran’s ballistic missile testing, and a rise in proxy activity throughout Iraqg, Syria and the
Red Sea. Notably, the Houthis developed into a regional threat also around this time, targeting
commercial shipping in the strategic Red Sea with missiles and drones. For the U.S., these risks
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demanded a firmer presence.

US Military Presence in Mesopotamia
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Washington responded with a flexible, deterrence-driven approach. Rather than recommit the large
troop deployments that were common in the early 2000s, the U.S. pursued targeted deployments
and strategic reinforcements. In 2024, it sent six B-2 Spirit stealth bombers to Diego Garcia, reviving
the island’s role as a long-range strike hub capable of quickly reaching targets across the Middle
East and Central Asia. The move was a clear signal to Iran and its allies that any large-scale
provocation would trigger a swift and effective response. (The U.S. previously deployed B-2s to the
island during the invasion of Iraq, the invasion of Afghanistan and the 1990 Gulf War.) The U.S. later
deployed a second aircraft carrier to the Middle East, highlighting the strategic importance of keeping
sea lanes open. In addition, a Patriot missile defense battalion previously stationed in South Korea
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was redeployed to the Middle East, underscoring the growing importance of missile defense in the
region, especially as Iran and its proxies continued to develop ballistic and cruise missile
technologies. Washington bolstered its air defense and early warning capabilities, sending AWACS
(Airborne Warning and Control System) aircraft and ISR (intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance) drones to key hubs like Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar and Al Dhafra in the United Arab
Emirates. These assets enhance monitoring over the Gulf, Iraq and the Red Sea, enabling rapid

identification and interdiction of missile or drone threats.

US Military Presence at Diego Garcia

PAKISTAN

INDIA

' 2,385 mi
13,840 km

IRAQ
- IRAN
+
b f ~»Chabahar-
\
L \
\
SAUDI ARABIA A :
OMAN ‘\
4 \
\
v
\
y
1 YEMEN
%
Houthi-Controlled Territory
e
; ~
% i
: ~
~
<
N
S 2485mi
* 4,000km
~
- ~
~
~
~
~
Diego Garcia Island S

Sin § * * A

Facility

Diego 6 B-2 Bombers

Garcla 30% of US Stealth bomber fleet

Source: Associated Press

(click to enlarge)

200 Mi
—— 200 Km

® 2025® Geopolitical Futures

On the ground, personnel levels have steadily risen, though not to levels required for a ground
offensive. By 2025, an estimated 50,000 U.S. military personnel were stationed in the Middle East,
up from around 35,000 in 2023, with increases concentrated in logistics, cybersecurity and missile
defense units. Jordan’s Muwaffaq Salti Air Base and Azraq Air Base have also seen upticks in
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rotations, especially of fighter squadrons and surveillance aircraft. The U.S. footprint remains
configured for rapid mobility, defensive hardening and crisis response rather than territorial
occupation. Special operations forces continue to conduct joint training and limited counterterrorism
operations in Iraq and Syria, but the bulk of the deployment is structured around strategic air
monitoring, intelligence collection and base protection.

US Military Presence in the Middle East
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The expansion is meant to build regional confidence without provoking an arms race or open conflict.
U.S. allies like Israel, Saudi Arabia and the UAE view the deployments as a necessary counterweight
to Iranian assertiveness. They also help prepare the U.S. for multiple scenarios, ranging from
escalation with Iran to sudden destabilization in Lebanon, Iraq or Yemen.
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US Military Presence in the Persian Gulf
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The changes reflect a shift away from a reliance on heavy troop presence to a layered and flexible
defense architecture. The message is clear: While the U.S. no longer dominates the region through
sheer numbers, it retains the capability and political will to defend its interests and deter aggression

with precision and speed.
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