‘%..3:::?: Global Security Review
09 g ECURITY
gl e —

Reviving Cold War Air Bases: A Strategic Move for Modern Deterrence?

By
Joshua Thibert

The West is behind in rebuilding the infrastructure needed to meet the emerging threats
posed by China, Iran, North Korea, and Russia. The re-emergence of great-power competition
requires an intense effort to rebuild atrophied capabilities. The Strategic Posture Review made
the case for urgent investment in modernized strategic forces including a less vulnerable road-
mobile Sentinel intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) and expressed concern that the nuclear
bomber force is currently located at only three bases with ICBMs and ballistic missile
submarines (SSBN) each at two additional bases.

As the B-21 bomber enters the Air Force inventory the number of nuclear-capable
bomber bases sees very little change. With the nation preparing for the geopolitical era ahead, it
is time to discuss the re-commissioning of Cold War—era United States Air Force (USAF) bases,
whose geographic positions can once again play an important role in deterring the axis of
autocracy that is forming in opposition to American and Western leadership.

The changing strategic landscape and re-emergence of great-power competition should
prompt discussion of renewing a committed focus towards strategic deterrence and the nuclear
capabilities needed to deter China, North Korea, and Russia. Many Cold War—era bases were
strategically located to project power and respond to threats. Re-commissioning these bases
could provide needed dispersal for a bomber force that is located at only three bases. While
upgrades and modernization are necessary, existing infrastructure at bases that remain in use by
National Guard units, for example, or other organizations could significantly reduce the cost and
time required to build a more resilient bomber leg of the nuclear triad. Tankers and other
supporting components to the bomber mission would also benefit.

Utilizing existing bases could minimize environmental impacts, construction costs, and
impact on local communities. While the Base Realignment and Closure effort that followed the
Cold War’s end allowed the United States to reduce defense spending through dramatic cuts to
infrastructure, the three-decade hiatus from great-power competition is over and the
consolidation impacted deployability and introduced strategic force vulnerabilities. Today’s
accelerating threat requires the urgent re-establishment of a ready network of dispersal and
forward bases.

In tandem with re-commissioning Cold War—era Air Force bases, the strategic value of
the US Strategic Petroleum Reserve (SPR) must also be considered. As a critical asset in
ensuring energy security, the SPR provides a buffer against potential disruptions in oil supply
that could arise from geopolitical tensions or conflicts. Ensuring that military operations are not
hampered by fuel shortages is paramount, especially when considering the logistical demands of
dispersed air bases. By maintaining and potentially expanding the SPR, the US can safeguard its
military readiness and resilience, ensuring that energy constraints do not undermine strategic
deterrence and defense capabilities.

The expansion of the American strategic nuclear arsenal—including increasing the
number of SSBNs, making Sentinel road-mobile, and acquiring more than the planned 100 B-21
stealth bombers, which are all required in the current strategic environment—underscores the
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need for re-commissioned bases. Not only are these bases useful for dispersal of bombers, but
they have the potential to offer areas from which road-mobile ICBMs can disperse.

Admittedly, significant investment is required to modernize shuddered bases, including
upgrades to runways, hangars, communication systems, and security. Environmental assessments
and remediation efforts may also be necessary to address potential contamination from previous
operations, adding to the cost and timeline. Re-commissioning could also disrupt local
communities and raise concerns about noise pollution, safety, and environmental impacts,
necessitating careful planning and community engagement. However, many towns devastated by
the closure of bases would gladly welcome their return.

Significant resources are required to refurbish or rebuild facilities, integrate new aircraft
and technology with existing infrastructure, coordinate with local authorities, and establish new
supply chains and support networks. Legacy infrastructure at Air National Guard bases, for
example, can reduce the cost and time required to build a more resilient force structure while
reducing costs. ICBMs, tankers, and other support elements would also benefit.

During the Cold War, the U.S. military employed a dispersal strategy to mitigate the risk
of concentrated attacks on its airbases, scattering aircraft across multiple locations to enhance
survivability and ensure retaliatory capabilities. This approach was vital in countering the Soviet
threat—reducing the vulnerability of strategic assets. In today’s context of renewed great-power
competition, with rising threats from China, North Korea, and Russia, adjusting the current
strategy is essential.

Ultimately, the decision to expand the basing footprint should be built on a
comprehensive analysis of costs and benefits and a thorough understanding of strategic
implications. By carefully weighing these factors, policymakers can make informed decisions
that enhance national security while minimizing negative impacts on communities and the
environment.
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in compliance, security, and risk management in the private sector. Views express are his own.
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