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Abstract: In the paper the author examines the dilemma of establishing military bases abroad in order to wage war, maintain presence or 

secure the interests of a state. The study concerns the Loss-of-Strength Gradient, advantages and disadvantages of overseas presence of 

armed forces and the characteristic of an overseas military base. 
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1. Introduction 
It takes a huge effort. It is really expensive. Stationing our troops 
outside of our own country at a host base or especially at an 

overseas base is challenging. Then why would we do that? We have 
satellites to perform surveillance, aircraft to carry out 

reconnaissance missions, a   wide variety of missiles, rockets and 

bombs to hit the adversary, cyber tools to gain advantages in this 
relatively new domain, information operations to influence the fifth 

domain, the human hearts and minds. 
Yet as everything, these high efficient assets have limitations as 

well. Also overseas bases hold diplomatic relevance, so these 
facilities are not merely used for  waging war, but keeping and 

ensuring friendships between states and within alliances.  The aim 
of this paper is to outline the importance of overseas bases from two 

approaches. 

 

2. Loss-of-Strength Gradient 
Military operations whether it is waging war, peacekeeping 
or humanitarian aid are about logistics, which is about 

distance, transporting and sustaining materiel and human 

resources. The further we go the more human resources are 

needed in order to maintain  an efficient chain of supply. The 

longer the distance, the more manpower is “lost” within the 

supply chain and less remain to carry out the mission itself, 

so our strength is continuously degrading by the increase of 

the distance of conflict from our homeland or home base. 

This theory is not completely fresh, but it is originated from 

Kenneth E. Boulding back in 1962. In his book [1] Boulding 

called this formula as the „loss-of-strength‟ gradient. 

Throughout his book he was studying the nature of conflicts 

and the relations within it. He says, that the further we go 

and the longer the chain of supply is, the more strength we 

lose compared to that strength we could utilize from our 

home bases during a conflict near us. He is explaining this 

theory through complex mathematic formulas, as Figure no. 

1 shows. The formula and the calculation express how many 

men we lose in relation of the distance of conflict. 

 
Figure 1.: Loss-of-Strength Gradient [1] 

 

 

The critics (even Boulding in his next book [2]) of this 

theory say that by the utilization of modern weapon systems 

like missiles, strategic bombing aircraft and solutions like 

rapid global airlift eliminate the significance of this idea. 

However, the former facts exist, these assets cannot be 

applied in every case. Conflicts of our days proved that 

centres of gravity are either not  easy to be determined or 

almost impossible. Fighting against a hiding, irregular or 

harassing adversary necessitate much time on target and 

constant air (military) presence. In order to realize a constant 

presence, we need to project our military power, even air 

power to overseas or forward deployed military bases. 

 

3. Forward Based Military Presence During Conflicts 

Forward basing is not merely connected to conflicts, as 

illustrated by the United States of America‟s overseas 

military presence nowadays. [3] However, forward military 

presence is not confined only  to the air force, but the author 

being an airman  is partial to air force related instances. 

Therefore, even if the model is insular or simplistic, the basic 

idea is valid. It is further underlined, if  one takes a look at 
the conflicts of the 20th century. 

3.1. Vietnam 1965-’73. 

Forward military presence is usually dangerous in conflicts, 

as it was during the Second Indochina War for the American 

troops in Vietnam. Employing air power from a distance in a 

conflict is usually a safer way of intervention rather than 

engaging by land forces, however sometimes it is not 

possible to stay away from the operational area. In 1968, 

2000 tactical planes and 3300 helicopters were stationed in 

the area of operation in Vietnam, but the large strategic B-52 

bombers were based further away  in Thailand or on Guam. 

[4] 

3.2. Iraq, 1991. 

During the USA-led coalitional forces‟ campaign against 

Iraq in 1991, several Middle-Eastern states provided host 

bases for the aircraft. The risk that the coalitional forces at air 

bases had to face with was much less than during the 

instance above. It is because, during this time, the host bases 

were outside of the operational area. Most of the bases were 

provided by Saudi Arabia, but there were some  other 

contributors like Qatar, Bahrein, The United Arab Emirates, 

Turkey, Egypt, Oman, and RAF Akrotiri Air Base was also 

occupied by American aircraft. On aircraft carriers even 
more air assets were deployed into the region on the Red Sea 

and in the Persian Gulf. [5] 
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Figure 2.: Host nation providers from neighbouring 

countries of Iraq during Operation Desert Storm [5] 

 

As it can be seen on Figure 2. Iraq was surrounded  by 

Coalition air component and therefore aircraft. The conduct 

of air operations could be realised from many angles which 

also contributed to the rapid military success achieved. 

3.3. Kosovo, 1999. 

Against the former Yugoslavia, many surrounding NATO 

members or partners provided host nation support for the 
involved forces, mainly air force troops. 

 

Table 1.: Distribution of air force aircraft during Operation 

Allied Forces [6] 

Aircraft at different 

nations‟ bases 
Helicopters (pcs.) Palnes (pcs.) 

Albania 87 - 

Bosnia and 

Herzigovina 
117 - 

France - 47 

Germany - 120 

Greece - 10 

Hungary 12 46 

Iltaly 5 478 

Macedonia 34 - 

Spain - 37 

Turkey - 38 

United Kingdom - 88 

United States of 

America 
- 6 

Aircraft carriers 

(on 3 pcs.) 
36 79 

 

In Table 1. we can see the numbers of aircraft on different air 

bases, but again it is better to visualize the dislocation on the 

map. Due to the difficulties of display, air bases in the United 

States are not presented on Figure 3. but there were 6 pieces 

of B-2 Spirit subsonic strategic aircraft of which this was 

their first operational employment. 

 
Figure 3.: Host nation providers from neighbouring 

countries of Yugoslavia during Operation Allied Forces 
 

Once again the target was surroundedby tactical aircraft on 

surrounding air bases, but air assets with greater range like 

B-52s, B-1s and F-117s were also employed from distant 

locations in Germany and the United Kingdom. 

3.4. Libya, 2011. 

In 2011, from 19 March to 31 October, a NATO led 

operation, the so-called Operation Unified Protector was 

carried out against Libya to stop the violence against 

civilians. The intervention focused on air efforts and the 

warfighters followed the old recipe, however the investing 

could not be realised as purely as above, but they still utilised 

many air bases to the North. 

 
Figure 4.: Host nation provider nations during Operation 

Unified Protector [7] 

 

In this conflict, the global precision air-to-surface bombing 

was practiced from US air bases, from more than 9.000 km 

distance away by B-2 Spirits and B-1B Lancers. Tactical 

aircraft were deployed into and operated from European 

countries as it is shown on Figure 4. 
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4. Conclusion
Distance is still a vital factor at times of conflict, even during

the employment of air forces. Yet time is also at least as

important as the distance between our forces and the targets

or area of operations.

Distance comes to the front when military presence has to be

maintained like a no-fly-zone over a given area. To maximise

the time on target of military aircraft, the launching bases

should be around the area of operation. These bases can be

also inside of the mission area, but this usually is a

dangerous situation, however the employment of forces other

than air force necessitates this solution.

Time is in the forefront when there is a clear, well defined
target and we need to gain effect by hitting or eliminating

that given target or set of targets.

Responsiveness, so both time and distance are vital factors

when there are time sensitive targets that we need to react to

quickly. In this case, close forward bases are required to

provide the proper responsiveness and flexibility to the joint

commander.

Most of the above mentioned instances prove that even air

heavy operations necessitate forward deployed or overseas

bases. It could be seen both contra- and pro loss-of-strength

gradient advocates are right to a certain degree. Distant bases

can be utilised when we have stationary, well defined set of

targets, but close bases need to be utilised to react on pop-up,

time sensitive targets.
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