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One area of military activity that has been 
the subject of particularly intense civil so-
ciety scrutiny is the spreading network of 
foreign military bases, of which the vast 
majority belong to the USA. Whereas in 
the Cold War the Soviet Union attempted 
to match the spread of US military power 
–- though in fact at a much lower level in 
terms of the numbers of countries ‘hosting’ 
bases’ – there is no state anywhere able to 
compete with the global military reach of 
Washington. Thus the main focus of this 
chapter will be the US foreign military pres-
ence, and its effects on development. 

MILITARY BASES 
OF OTHER STATES
At one stage during the Cold War, the USSR 
had 627,000 military personnel deployed in 
19 nations. This of course is now ancient 
history. But it is a reminder that each ma-
jor global power has tended to extend its 
protection to a variety of client states, and 
thus the spread of US bases is not a new 
phenomenon.  However the following are 
very minor deployments compared with 
Washington’s: 

France still has five military bases in Africa, 
a residue of its colonial presence. These in-
clude Djibouti, Mayotte (Cormores), Abid-
jan and Libreville. Officially, they are used 
for training the host countries’ armies or re-
gional peace forces, and for the evacuation 
of foreign communities in times of conflict. 

Britain too maintains a military inheritance, 
despite the closure of most its overseas 
military bases east of Suez (from Singapore, 
Malaysia, and the Persian Gulf) following 
the decision taken in 1968 to relinquish 
Britain’s claim to be a first-rank world pow-
er. This decision was taken in the midst of 
a severe economic crisis. Current UK bases 
include numerous largely island states, 
Crown Dependencies where defence is the 
responsibility of the UK government : Gi-
braltar, the Falklands, Bermuda, British Vir-
gin Islands, Cayman Islands, Saint Helena, 
Turks and Caicos Islands, and Montserrat. In 

some cases the defence function is assured 
by police forces, rather than military. 
The UK of course has a major troop pres-
ence in Iraq: and also in Sierra Leone, in 
addition to a variety  of UN peace - keeping 
commitments. But these are not permanent 
military bases in the same sense.
Russia’s military presence only remains 
significant in Central Asia, where it has 
the 201st motorised division stationed in 
Tajikistan and the (upgraded) Kant airfield 
in Kyrgyzstan. This upgrading was caused 
partially by recent agreements reached 
within the framework of the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization -- the only group-
ing that unites Russian and Chinese military 
interests. Kyrgyzstan’s capital Bishkek has 
been chosen as the SCO’s counter-terrorist 
headquarters. Russia also has two bases in 
Georgia (Akhalkalaki and Batumi) which are 
the subject of ongoing negotiations with 
the Georgian government. In principle the 
Russians are due to depart by 2008. There 
is a Russian military presence of some kind 
in nearly all countries of the CIS, suggesting 
little need for new bases.
China is believed to have military bases in 
Burma.
India does have bases in the Anderman 
and Nicobar islands, but these were very 
badly damaged by the Tsunami. These bas-
es have strategic influence on the Northern 
entrance of the Malacca Straits, and they 
are generally assumed to have been placed 
there to counter the Chinese military bases 
in Burma.
(http://www.strategypage.com/
messageboards/messages/9-1890.asp)

WHAT IS A BASE ?
“The term `military installation’ means a 
base, camp, post, station, yard, center, 
homeport facility or any ship, or any other 
activity under the jurisdiction of a depart-
ment, agency, or other instrumentality of 
the Department of Defense, including a 
leased facility, except that such term shall 
not include any facility used primarily for 
civil works, rivers and harbor projects, or 

Nuclear Free 
Philippines 
Coalition
Established on January 26, 1981, 
the Nuclear Free Philippines 
Coalition (NFPC) is a campaign 
oriented coalition of 129 na-
tional and sectoral organizations 
of teachers, youth and students, 
peasants, women, health profes-
sionals, churches, labor, urban 
poor, science and technology 
and human rights advocates 
nationwide. 
The NFPC spearheaded the suc-
cessful campaign against the 
construction and the operation 
of the first and only nuclear 
power plant in the Philippines 
(Bataan Nuclear Power Plant). 
Likewise, the Coalition also 
served as a secretariat for the 
campaign to reject the 1991 
RP-US Military Bases Agree-
ment leading towards the 
withdrawal and removal of US 
Military troops and facilities in 
the Philippines in 1992. After 
the withdrawal of US troops and 
facilities from their military bases 
in the Philippines, the Coalition 
functioned as Secretariat to the 
campaign for the clean-up of the 
former military bases and de-
mand for US responsibility. NFPC 
initiated the formation of a Peo-
ple’s Task Force for Bases Clean-
Up (PTFBC) and functioned as its 
Secretariat from 1993 to 1996 
culminating in the holding of 
the First International Forum on 
Military Toxics and Bases Clean-
Up in November 1996. The 
PTFBC today is an independent 
institution of its own, focused on 
issues related to military toxics 
and bases clean-up.
Being the national center for the 

http://www.bvigovernment.org/
http://www.bvigovernment.org/
http://www.sainthelena.gov.sh/
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flood control projects. An installation is a 
grouping of facilities, located in the same 
vicinity, which support the same Air Force 
operations.”
(www.Globalsecurity.org)

HISTORY
The origins of the US’s global military spread 
date back to the 1890s, with the forcible 
takeover of Hawaii, Guam, Cuba and the 
Philippines. To these were added bases 
in Galapagos, the Azores and Liberia. By 
1945 the US was in a supremely powerful 
position to spread its ‘protective umbrella’ 
across the continents, inheriting bases all 
over the world, both from the defeated 
Axis powers and from other allies. 

“Even before the defeat of Germany 
and Japan, the US began consolidating 
control over what it described as the 
‘Grand Area’, a ‘global system that the 
US would dominate and within which 
US business interests would thrive…
subordinated to the needs of the US 
economy’. Perhaps the largest imperial 
domain in history, the ‘Grand Area’ was 
conceived to include the entire globe, 
excepting only the Soviet Union, Eastern 
Europe and later China.”
(Joseph Gerson and Bruce Birchard: The 
Sun Never Sets, 1991)

The Cold War period saw a desperate effort 
to confront Soviet power in every corner of 
the globe. This took the form of the forma-
tion of military alliances with key allies: not 
only NATO but also ANZUS, SEATO, CTO 
and bilateral treaties with Japan, S. Korea 
and Taiwan. The bases were an integral part 
of this strategy, serving in part to encircle 
the USSR, and in part as staging posts from 
which to conduct dozens of interventions, 
essentially in developing countries: Viet-
nam, Guatemala, Iran, Lebanon, Congo, 
Dominican Republic, Panama, Cuba, Gre-
nada… and later two full scale wars against 
Iraq. 

This giant, and well-used, Cold War military 
machine thus formed the basis of today’s 
global network of bases. To ensure its mili-
tary reach the US has over the last few years 
developed this network even further, not 
only in Eurasia but on all continents.

WHERE ARE 
THE BASES NOW?
Estimates of numbers vary wildly due to the 
problems of definition and of the rapidly 
changing situation. The current policy key-
notes are flexibility of response and speed 
of deployment. There are 3 levels of bases in 
terms of size: 
• Major hubs
• Forward operating bases
• ‘Lilypads’ (small and mobile centres)
The nature of the new challenges to the 
US have dictated a certain shift away from 
large bases towards a more decentralised 
network with clusters of special operations 
troops, intended to ‘root out the terrorists’ 
wherever they may be found. 
One source calculates 59 major ‘perma-
nent’ bases and another 483 ‘deployments’ 
in 148 countries (www.monthly-review.org. 
Another has 725 foreign military bases 
in 40 countries, total (real estate) value 
$118 billion, a staggering figure. However 
many of these are small contingents under 
100 people. Johnson cites the DoD’s Base 
Structure Report giving 38 countries with 
significant deployments. Whatever the 
best figures may be, clearly the idea of US 
‘national’ security has now been fully ‘glo-
balised’. However, it should not be forgot-
ten that the country which has more bases 
than anywhere else is the USA itself.

“Despite the frequent assumption that 
the attacks of 9-11 on New York and 
Washington uniquely spurred this [the 
Bush administration’s military] expan-
sion, those attacks only added acceler-
ant and cover for fires already burning. 
There are now new US bases in a strik-
ing number of places, including Ecuador, 
Aruba, Curaçao, El Salvador, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan 
and Tajikistan, as well as Kuwait, Qatar, 
Kosovo, Turkey and Bulgaria. US bases 
have been announced for closing in 
Germany and Korea, on the other hand, 
and there is a new emphasis on access 
agreements in lieu of permanent, stand-
alone basing for US troops. The great 
majority of US citizens are unaware of 
the extent and nature of these bases...”
(Catherine Lutz, Democratic Social 
Movements against Militarization, at 
UNDP Global Forum on Human Devel-
opment 2005).

Timothy Garton Ash, in an article compar-
ing the US’s ‘exhausting’ global reach in 
2005 with Great Britain’s in 1905, believes 

anti-nuclear, anti-foreign military 
access, and bases conversion 
issues, the NFPC provides edu-
cational services to its member 
organizations and to the general 
public. Its advise on nuclear and 
bases issues has been sought 
by members of the Philippine 
Senate and Congress, as well as 
by members of city councils, as 
well as municipal and provincial 
boards.
Currently, the NFPC provides 
Secretariat support for the 
Movement Against the Visiting 
Forces Agreement as part of its 
Campaign Against the RP-US 
Status of Forces Agreement. 

Our Objectives
To inculcate a nuclear-free 
consciousness among Filipinos 
by launching educational cam-
paigns 
To broaden the anti-nuclear 
movement by mobilizing the 
existing national and local or-
ganizations, schools and com-
munities nationwide.
To generate strong international 
support for the nuclear-free 
Philippines movement and to 
contribute to the realization of 
a nuclear-free and independent 
Pacific by fostering solidarity 
relations with international, re-
gional and national anti-nuclear, 
anti-bases, peace movements. 

http://www.Globalsecurity.org
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that “One may anticipate that America’s in-
formal empire - its network of military bases 
and semi-protectorates - will continue to 
grow.” His conclusion however is that the 
end of the ‘American century’ is already in 
sight. (Guardian Weekly, 2 Sept 2005)

Associated troop levels 
According to Dept. of Defense statistics 
(2004), the overall total of forces deployed 
outside the US is currently 250,000 (with ci-
vilians and dependents: 475,000). Of these, 
we can locate: 
• 110,000 in Europe (70,000 in Ger-

many, but large numbers are now being 
withdrawn/redeployed). Europe is now 
seen as essentially a logistic base for for-
ward operations, especially in Iraq and 
the Middle East.

• 100,00 in East Asia (S Korea 31,000, 
Japan 47,000)

• 140,000 in Iraq (numbers variable) and 
10,000 in Saudi Arabia (being reduced)

- and the remainder elsewhere. 

NOTE: these figures are constantly subject 
to readjustments, both to make savings, 
and to reflect shifting policy priorities. 

Status-of-forces agreements
At the end of the Cold War, the U.S. had 
permanent status of forces agreements 
with approximately 40 countries. Today the 
number has grown to more than 90 which 
means the U.S. has agreements with 46 
percent of the more than 190 nation-states 
comprising the world community.

“Status-of-forces agreements are not 
basing or access agreements. Rather, 
they define the legal status of U.S. per-
sonnel and property in the territory of 
another nation. The purpose of such an 
agreement is to set forth rights and re-
sponsibilities between the United States 
and the host government on such mat-
ters as criminal and civil jurisdiction, the 
wearing of the uniform, the carrying of 
arms, tax and customs relief, entry and 
exit of personnel and property, and re-
solving damage claims.”
(Global Security.org – from DoD sourc-
es)

US FOREIGN POLICY - 
CONTEXT 
Today’s geo-political context, dominated by 
Washington’s now-permanent war against 
Islamist terrorism, is both similar and dif-
ferent from that of the Cold War. Similar in 
that it is seen as a life and death struggle 
against a foe present on all continents, with 
a distinct and hostile ideological perspective; 
different in that the enemy has no army and 
is willing to indulge in suicide and terrorist 
attacks which are almost impossible to fore-
stall. However it provides an almost-perfect 
environment in which to extend the US 
system of military power. Each major inter-
vention leaves behind a new set of bases, 
naval facility agreements, SOFA etc. This has 
been seen in the Gulf, Somalia, the Balkans, 
Afghanistan, and above all, Iraq. According 
to General Jay Garner, the first US ruler in 
Iraq, the 14 ‘enduring’ bases planned for 
Iraq can play the same role that US bases 
did in the Philippines for most of the 20th 
century. “To me that’s what Iraq is, for the 
next few decades. We ought to have some-
thing there…that gives us a great presence 
in the Middle East. I think that’s going to be 
necessary.” 
(A.S. Klamper ‘Former Iraq administrator 
sees decades-long US military presence’, 
Congress Daily, Feb 6, 2004, quoted in Mox-
ham: Confronting the Military Outposts of 
Empire, Focus on the Global South, 2004)

The development of a pervasive ‘enemy-
consciousness’ is hard to overestimate, 
since it sets the tone for policy and budget 
debates in Washington in which it is hard to 
challenge the Administration’s military pos-
ture. One can argue, for instance, that Bin 
Laden and Mullah Omar are more useful to 
US plans if they are still at large than if they 
were under lock and key. 

Futenma US air base, 
Okinawa

Our function as a 
coalition
Serves as the national coordinat-
ing and resource center on nu-
clear power, military access, and 
bases conversion. 
Conducts anti-nuclear education 
drives & spearheads mobiliza-
tions against nuclear issues na-
tionwide 
Lobbies government and legisla-
tive bodies for policies supportive 
of the peace and anti-nuclear 
provisions of the Philippine con-
stitution. 
Serves as the national campaign 
center for the abolition of nucle-
ar weapons and the opposition 
of nuclear testing in the Asia-Pa-
cific region 
Coordinating Center for the No 
Nukes Asia Forum-Philippines 
(NNAF); the Nuclear Free & Inde-
pendent Pacific Movement /
Pacific Campaign Resource Cent-
er in Region 7 (Japan/Philippines 
Region) and as information 
center in the Philippines for the 
Pacific Campaign for Disarma-
ment & Security (PCDS). 
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WHAT IS THEIR PURPOSE?

The network of bases has many purposes. 
• To reinforce the status quo: for ex-

ample the deterrent role of U.S. bases 
in South Korea, and the intimidating role 
of many of the U.S. bases in Middle East 
which are designed to ensure continued 
U.S. privileged access to, and control of, 
the region’s oil 

• To encircle enemies: as was the case 
with the Soviet Union and China during  
Cold War and China to this day. This is a 
role played by U.S. bases in Korea, Japan, 
Philippines, Australia, Pakistan, Diego 
Garcia, and in many of the former Soviet 
Republics of Central Asia 

• To serve and reinforce the aircraft 
carriers, destroyers, nuclear armed 
submarines and other warships of 
the U.S. Navy. This includes bases in 
Okinawa, Yokuska (outside Tokyo), and 
“visiting forces” and “access” agree-
ments in the Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, and many other  countries. 

• To train U.S. forces, as was long the 
case for bombardiers in Vieques (Puerto 
Rico) and as jungle war fighting and oth-
er training which continues in Okinawa. 

• To function as jumping off points for 
U.S. foreign military interventions: 
the cases of Okinawa, the Philippines, 
Spain, Italy, Honduras, Germany and the 
new bases in Eastern Europe, Kuwait and 
likely in Iraq and Korea. 

• To facilitate C3I: command, control, 
communications and intelligence, includ-
ing essential roles in nuclear war fight-
ing, and the use of space for intelligence 
and warfare as seen in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. U.S. bases in Okinawa, Qatar, and 
Australia serve these functions. 

• To control the governments of host 

nations. Japan, Korea (where U.S. mili-
tary forces were deeply involved in mili-
tary coups,) Germany, Saudi Arabia, and 
today’s Iraq begin the list. 

(adapted from: Joseph Gerson,, US Foreign 
Military bases and Military Colonialism, 
paper for International Consultation on US 
Bases, 2003)

In addition we could add: 
• Deterring encroachment
• Surveillance of other militaries – and 

eavesdropping on civilians
• Marketing weaponry to other mili-

taries (150 countries buy from the US)
• Protecting access to strategic min-

erals, notably oil and gas, including 
through control of sea lanes

• Denying such resources to other 
potential rival powers (China, Russia, 
India..)

• Making a wedge between major 
competitors – (a replay of the ‘Great 
Game’ in Central Asia)

• Providing work for the military-in-
dustrial complex

• Offering a comfortable life for the 
military and their families. 

(source: Lutz, ibid. and Chalmers Johnson: 
The Sorrows of Empire, 2004)

EFFECTS ON 
DEVELOPMENT
Land/agriculture 
The first and most obvious effect of a deci-
sion to open a military base is the loss of 
land belonging to local landowners and 
farmers. This often leads to loss of liveli-
hood, with farmers obliged to find work in 
the urban informal sector. Among the more 
extreme cases we can include: 

n Diego Garcia – eviction of 5000 Chagos-
sian people from their homes in 1965 to 
build an army base;

n Guam – the internment of thousands of 
Chamoru landowners in 1944 after lib-
eration from the Japanese – and refusal 
to allow them to return to large parts of 
the island which the US had confiscated

n Kwajalein, Marshall Islands – the eviction 
of hundreds in order to build a tracking 
station, people who now live in degrad-
ing conditions on a neighbouring islet. 

n Okinawa – the world’s most heavily 
militarised islands – allegedly 1 million 
residents were displaced to make way 
for the huge Us military installations. 
As an example, 63% of the land of the 

Okinawan peasant 
women evicted from 

their land by US 
military base mount a 

silent protest.

From: «The Island  
Where People Live» 

Shoko, 1989.

Pacific Campaign for 
Disarmament and 
Security
Security in the Asia-Pacific region 
cannot be left to governments 
alone.
As a broad and diverse research, 
information and support net-
work, PCDS is part of a world-
wide effort to achieve human se-
curity. PCDS contributes to local, 
national and regional initiatives 
related to this broad goal, focus-
ing on non-military solutions to 
regional and national conflicts 
including:   
- Development of a regional se-

curity system based on demili-
tarization, self-determination, 
political and human rights, 
economic justice, environmen-
tal well-being, and cooperation 
among states and peoples. 

- Enhancement of the roles of 
nongovernmental actors in the 
promotion and establishment 
of  sustainable regional secu-
rity. 

- Development and promotion 
of nuclear nonproliferation and 
disarmament initiatives, includ-
ing local and regional nuclear 
weapon free zones. 

- Exposing and challenging 
military alliances, agreements, 
military cooperation and train-
ing programs. 
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island of Iejima was taken at gunpoint 
from the local owners, who then waged 
an (unsuccessful) non-violent struggle to 
secure its return. 

(Sources; Lutz, ibid., Ahagon Shoko, The 
Island Where People Live, Christian Confer-
ence of Asia, 1989). 

Employment /loss of livelihood

While it is undeniable that military bases 
do offer a certain number of jobs to local 
residents, there are far less of them than if 
the services provided were bought locally. 
For the most part the US brings with it huge 
quantities of materials and equipment and 
large numbers of its own nationals to run 
the many and diverse activities – military 
and civilian – that go on behind the security 
fences. 
Those among the local population who are 
employed usually manage to obtain only 
low paid jobs that are vulnerable when the 
base shrinks, or is closed as a result of US 
strategy or budget changes. 

Environmental 
and health damage 
Military bases leave a big footprint. Among 
the diverse effects we can consider: 
• Destruction of farmland, forests, and 

coastlines
• Thousands of low flying exercises, gen-

erating noise pollution and psychological 
trauma in some cases. 

• Contamination – including acids, ammu-
nition wastes, organic solvents, chemical 
warfare agents, and industrial sludge.

• Accidents, including some involving 
nuclear weapons (known as ‘broken ar-
rows’)

Three examples of 
environmental impact: 

Okinawa
In Okinawa, where the United States main-
tains 20,000 Marines on the densely popu-
lated island, a plan to relocate Futenma Air 
Station onto reclaimed land atop a coral 
reef is being challenged in a bi-national en-
vironmental lawsuit to protect the Japanese 
dugong, a large sea mammal similar to the 
manatee that is highly endangered. The suit 
calls for a complete public analysis of the 
impacts of the base on the dugong’s habi-
tat, required under the National Historic 
Preservation Act.

Marshall Islands
Marshallese leaders …remain unconvinced 
that decades of military activities and mis-
sile operations have left Kwajalein and its 
people “free of all dangers and risks” and 
“safe at all levels.” In a recent letter, the 
four reigning paramount Iroijlaplaps (chiefs) 
of the Ralik Chain of the Marshall Islands 
expressed gratitude to the NGO’s, institu-
tions, and individuals that showed their 
support earlier this year in several letters 
to Congress asking that the US adopt the 
same measures for Marshall Islands radia-
tion victims as it did for American down-
winders. “Our fear in Kwajalein Atoll has 
now taken a turn into a nightmare for our 
people are not only living in close proximity 
to some very powerful tracking radars, but 
the missiles fired into our lagoon will cre-
ate conditions that will make it impossible 
for untold future generations to derive any 
form of sustenance in this God given natu-
ral resources - a resource that has been their 
main source of livelihood for centuries”.
(Aenet Rowa, Yokwe Online, August 2005)

The USA
Part of the problem is the desire of the 
Pentagon to put itself beyond any of the 
restraints that govern civilian life, an atti-
tude increasingly at play in the “homeland” 
as well. For example, the 2004 Defense 
Authorization Bill of $401.3 billion that 
President Bush signed into law in November 
2003 exempts the military from abiding by 
the Endangered Species Act and the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act.

Prostitution 
The military are notorious promoters of 
prostitution – indeed it is said they are the 
two oldest  professions. Bases act as mag-
nets for poor women in the local commu-
nity for whom the prospect of quick money 
is hard to resist. They also offer ample op-
portunities for pimps, brothel keepers and 
others who benefit indirectly.  

“When the US pulled out of South 
Vietnam in 1975, they left behind an 
estimated 500,000 Vietnamese working 
as prostitutes. Today in Olongapo City 
(Philippines) there are approximately 
20,000 women and children working as 
prostitutes in an industry servicing the 
US Subic Naval Base.”
(Cynthia Enloe, ‘A Feminist Perspective 
on Foreign Military Bases’, in: ‘The Sun 
Never Sets,’ ibid.)

However Enloe points out that the patterns 
of interaction between the military and 

- Removal of foreign military 
bases, facilities, and operations 
from communities around the 
region, and the withdrawal of 
forward-deployed naval forces 
into national 

- Exposing and challenging the 
manufacture, testing, trade, 
transfer and development of all 
weaponry in the region. 

- Reduction of military expendi-
tures and reallocation of funds 
to basic human needs, and the 
conversion of military bases 
and facilities to useful func-
tions.

Peace Depot, Japan 
The Peace Depot is a non-profit, 
independent peace research, 
education and information in-
stitution which aims to build a 
security system that does not 
rely on military power. It was 
launched in November 1997, 
after a seven-year preparatory 
phase, and became incorporated 
as a Non-Profit Organization in 
January 2000 under the Japa-
nese NPO Act.

Seven Aims
- To become a think tank on 

peace issues to serve citizens 
and grassroots organizations, 
and to support peace educa-
tion. 

- To promote activities in collabo-
ration with NGOs around the 
world to change the prevailing 
view that peace is assured by 
military power. 

- To promote activities consist-
ent with an understanding of 
the unique part that Japanese 
people may play to advance 
world peace, based on Japan’s 
pacifist constitution, its experi-
ence of atomic bombings, and 
reflection with regret upon its 
aggressive wartime role. 

- To promote activities that em-
phasize accurate information 
based on primary sources and 
easy-to-understand analysis. 

- To promote disclosure to the 
public of information on de-
fense and diplomacy. 
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local communities – specifically women 
– vary according to a whole series of fac-
tors. Brothels are not inevitable appendages 
of all military bases. 

However women and girls are frequently 
the object of violent assaults and crimes 
by military personnel including rape and 
enforced prostitution. To this we should 
the increased prevalence of HIV-AIDS and 
other sexually transmitted diseases. As 
victims and survivors they also confront 
consequences such as being internally dis-
placed or even made refugees. Frequently 
– depending on the legal situation defined 
by the SOFA - they are pressured by their 
governments to drop charges related to 
violations committed by military men. 

Distortion of local 
economy and politics 

The effects of having a military base in your 
backyard go much further than the impact 
on land and employment. It can stimulate 
division and jealousies among the political 
elite; it can undermine local government; 

raise false hopes; increase the cost of living, 
provoke a rise in drug taking and trade; and 
open the door to Mafia-type gangsterism. 
The latter was a particular feature of the 
Comiso base in Italy, whose effects were 
documented by US researcher Laura Sim-
ich: 

“From its inception, the Comiso missile 
base created problems for the people in 
the community, people who had noth-
ing to say about the decision to build it, 
nor recourse when it infringed on their 
rights and wishes. Politicians misled 

Comisani into thinking the military base 
would benefit them, as if it were a form 
of economic development rather than a 
self-contained nuclear weapons facility. 
The economic arguments for the base, 
though false, appear to have been the 
single greatest factor in quelling local 
opposition. Once construction of the 
base began, the gap between promises 
and reality became clear; the reality in-
cluded municipal corruption, temporary 
and minimal employment, few contracts 
for services, negligible spending, hous-
ing shortages, social conflict and crime. 
These are the conditions Comisani are 
learning to live with”
(Laura Simich, The Corruption of a Com-
munity’s Economic and Political Life, in: 
The Sun Never Sets, ed. Gerson and Bir-
chard, South End Press 1991)

Violation of human rights and 
democratic process

Western powers – and the Soviets too 
– have used a wide variety of dubious 
methods to secure their much-coveted 
bases. These range from outright invasion 
(Philippines, Iraq); overturning elected gov-
ernments (Guatemala); supporting military 
dictatorships (Greece and Spain in the 
1960s, Somalia from 1979); diplomatic bul-
lying (Palau – insistence on repeating a ref-
erendum on US bases until the population 
‘got the answer right’); secret agreements 
with friendly governments (Australia, UK); 
and eviction of local populations (Diego 
Garcia and Pacific islands). None of these 
methods appear to contribute to the spread 
of democracy that the US claims to promote 
– rather they represent clear violations of 
human rights and sovereignty. The fact that 
the USSR used very similar tactics during its 
colonial period only reinforces the point. 

Cultural impacts
The arrival of large numbers of westerners 
in developing countries – as in certain coun-
tries that are heavily dependent on tourism 
- has all manner of effects. Among these is 
a spread of cultural influences that may not 
be healthy for the host community. These 
could include the adoption of fast food; the 
spread of videos and electronic games that 
may not be – to say the least – culturally 
appropriate; and the general adoption of a 
consumer culture. Other aspects may not 
be immediately obvious. For example, in 
Okinawa local people have been prevented 
from visiting their family graves due to the 

Okinawan family tombs 
inside Futenma US air base.

Photo: C. Archer
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enclosure of the burial grounds within the 
US military’s land grab. This is a profoundly 
hostile act, given the importance of respect 
for ancestors in Okinawan culture. 

EFFECTS IN 
DEVELOPING WORLD

The ‘development effects’ summarised 
above of course do not only occur in de-
veloping countries. Indeed – despite an 
ongoing downsizing process -- the larg-
est numbers of overseas US bases are still 
located in Germany and Japan. However 
the effects are usually more pronounced in 
poor societies, where the gap between the 
affluent lifestyle of the military and their 
families contrasts most sharply with that of 
the surrounding sea of deprivation. 

RESISTANCE
Reactions to this overpowering military 
presence are very variable. In some places 
(Bulgaria for example) the jobs created and 
the recent character of the new friendship 
with the US lend weight to the generalised 
acceptance of the US presence. In countries 
such as the UK, the cultural differences are 
small. Although courageous peace move-
ment protests have been maintained at 
bases such Menwith Hill and Fylingdales, 
the response of the general public is rather 
one of ignorance or indifference. The 
sense of domination prevalent elsewhere 
is replaced by one of partnership between 
friendly forces, though this was strained by 
the 2003 Iraq war. Outright resistance is 
the more common reaction in developing 
countries, varying from terrorist attacks and 
street warfare in Iraq to (largely) non-vio-
lent demonstrations in places like Okinawa, 
S.Korea and the Philippines.  

However much depends on the regional 
context. Uzbekistan, for example, recently 
decided to eject the US bases, giving Wash-
ington 6 months to effect its withdrawal 
from the Khanabad base, rented by the 
US soon after 9-11. This was apparently 
in  response to a change in Uzbekistan’s 
economic and political policy – now prefer-
ring better links with Russia and China. It 
remains to be seen whether other Central 
Asian states follow suit. 
(‘Uzbekistan kicks US out of key military 
base’, Guardian Weekly Aug 5, 2005)

The prime example of a successful anti-
bases campaign – apart from Kazakhstan’s 
sudden mobilisation against Russian nu-
clear test sites in 1990. - is undoubtedly 
the Philippines, when both Clark and Subic 
bases were closed in the early 1990s. It 
is true that the eruption of nearby Mt 
Pinatubo was a contributing factor, but 
the growing mobilisation by the anti-bases 
movement (including at Senate level) was 
also important. 

In the USA itself the most significant chal-
lenges to the domestic bases have come 
from activists grouped around the Military 
Toxics Project, whose focus has been to 
combat the environmental effects of mili-
tary installations.

Within the framework of the World So-
cial Forum there is now an international 
anti-bases network, whose secretariat is 
the Forum on the Global South based in 
Bangkok.

“The network of US bases is both one of 
the central challenges to human devel-
opment; the assertion of cultural superi-
ority and assault on principles of equity; 
and the incentive for the development 
of a remarkable and robust and now 
transnationally-networked democratic 
social movement.”
(Catherine Lutz, ibid.)

Children say “NO” to 
military bases.

Photo: National 
Committee for Abrogation 
of the Japan-US Security 
Treaty

- To promote new cooperative 
relations between grassroots 
movements and specialist com-
munities. 

- To increase the social value 
of peace NGOs in Japan by 
fully utilizing the Peace Depot’s 
status of incorporation under 
the 1998 Act on NPO. 

Major Programs

Nuclear Disarmament
Bi-weekly periodical: Nuclear 
Weapon & Nuclear Test Monitor 
(NWNTM)
NWNTM, co-published by the 
Peace Depot and the Pacific 
Campaign for Security and Disar-
mament (PCDS), provides infor-
mation about nuclear disarma-
ment and security issues in the 
Asia-Pacific region.
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Closure
The announcement of a base closure sig-
nals a whole new set of challenges for a 
local people. The issues of clean-up and al-
ternative uses of the site, plus new sources 
of employment present enormous  and 
costly demands on hard-pressed national 
and local administrations. To a great extent 
a viable future depends on the empower-
ment of local residents, together with the 
creation of effective working partnerships 
between municipalities, trade unions, busi-
nesses, community groups, religious bodies 
and women’s associations. 

“Military base closures and options for 
redevelopment are likely important con-
sequences of the downsizing process. 
Physical assets, including land, buildings 
and equipment, can sometimes be sold 
or transferred, or the physical infra-
structure can be reallocated to a non-
military use. There are several examples 
of former military bases being success-
fully ‘recycled’ into productive civilian 
or private use. However, the conversion 
of military bases is not always possible 
or desirable, due to location, financial 
constraints or environmental contami-
nation. Base closures often necessitate 
local or regional support for the absorp-
tion of former soldiers and support per-
sonnel and for the provision of benefits, 
such as medical services, housing and 
schooling, that were previously provided 
by the military.” 
(UN Expert Group on the relationship 
between disarmament and develop-
ment in the current international con-
text (2004), para. 51)

OTHER ACTIVITIES

Besides military bases, it is worth mention-
ing some other military activities with sig-
nificant impacts on development: 

Training exercises, for example - the prin-
cipal peacetime activity - use up enormous 
resources, both human and material, and 
often damage the natural environment. A 
controversial example would be the US fir-
ing range at Vieques, Puerto Rico, recently 
closed down after a long campaign by local 
activists concerned about contamination.

Another area of controversy is intelligence 
and spying activities, which are also 
costly and when conducted in the context 

of foreign policy or military operations hos-
tile to developing countries, have important 
effects on the capacity of such states to 
formulate without interference their own 
sovereign policies. As Western intelligence 
work shifts to focus on a) Islamic terrorism 
and b) commercial espionage, its impacts 
on Muslim communities and developing 
economies are growing. 

A more benign set of tasks concerns mili-
tary support in times of natural disas-
ter. In such crises the military suddenly 
finds its services in demand for rescue, 
humanitarian aid delivery or environmental 
repair, since few other institutions possess 
the equipment – helicopters, heavy lifting 
gear, transporters – and trained person-
nel readily available. But on its own this 
is a poor argument for maintaining armed 
forces at the current levels. The ‘human se-
curity’ benefit is a fortunate spin-off from 
a bloated ‘national security’ system strug-
gling to redefine itself. The US military in 
particular faces a new context where the 
Cold War opponent has vaporised and the 
new terrorist threat requires entirely differ-
ent responses. It therefore does no harm 
to its image to be seen to be carrying out 
life-saving tasks at a moment of national or 
international tragedy. At the time of writ-
ing this role is vividly in evidence after the 
dramatic flooding of the southern USA as a 
result of Hurricane Katrina.

The idea of using military resources for en-
vironmental purposes on a systematic basis 
under the UN was first raised by the then 
Executive Director of UNEP, Mostafa Tolba 
of Egypt. In 1991, an international Com-
mission headed by former IPB President 
Maj-Britt Theorin proposed the creation of 
a “Green Helmets” corps of military forces 
assigned to the UN for rapid response to 
ecological disasters, including those occa-
sioned by war. The resulting UN-sponsored 
Study “Charting Potential Uses of Resources 
Allocated to Military Activities for Civilian 
Endeavours to Protect the Environment”, 
detailed a whole series of proposals which, 
if implemented, would have significantly 
changed the role of the military in many 
countries.. The initiative has not yet borne 
fruit, mainly because of opposition from 
the US and like-minded states.

Year book: Nuclear Disarmament 
and Nuclear Weapon-Free Local 
Authorities
This year book, published in 
July, introduces the previous 
year; global development on 
nuclear disarmament using brief 
keywords, and includes practical 
suggestions for nuclear weapon-
free local authorities.
Regional Security in the Asia-
Pacific
Research on U.S. Forces Japan
Publication of this research, 
based on both U.S. and Japan 
Freedom of Information Acts 
(FOIA), is forth-coming. Two 
books on this same subject were 
published during the Peace De-
pot’s preparatory phase.
Training NGO Activists and 
Researchers for Peace
This includes sending youth 
activists/researchers to major 
international peace events and 
holding seminars and workshops.
Emergency Projects
The Peace Depot undertook 
emergency research projects 
including: “India-Pakistan Special 
Update”(1998) and “Special 
Update for Citizens and Local 
Authorities on the Legislation Re-
garding U.S.-Japan New Defense 
Guidelines”(1999). 
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