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Corruption and Global Basing 

Corruption is the most important issue facing global basing today because it creates 

tension between U.S. and host nation governments. The United States (U.S.) maintains an 

overseas presence for “the security of U.S. interests” and for “the flexible and timely response to 

contingencies.”1 In other words, its overseas presence is meant to provide stability around the 

world and not exacerbate instability. However, U.S. international basing leads to Calder’s 

concern about “base politics” and the dynamics between the U.S., the host nation, and the many 

variables between them.2 Vine quotes an Italian military analyst statement that US bases actually 

“strengthen the political and economic power of criminal organizations” and uses the Italian mob 

as an example of corruption that heavily-funded U.S. military bases can bring to areas around the 

world.3 Camp Humphrey’s construction in South Korea, Navy logistical port services in 

Southeast Asia, and uncompleted contractual obligations in Iraq and Afghanistan are additional 

examples of illegal activities surrounding U.S. global operations. Despite this seemingly rampant 

and worldwide corruption associated with U.S. global basing, there is no doubt that U.S. 

politicians and military leaders have nothing but good intentions with a heavily-focused overseas 

force posture. However, these same leaders must recognize the “base politics” they create with 

large military occupations and their subsequent contracts, understand the dynamics of the 

countries with U.S. military presence, and aim to mitigate negative repercussions of corruption 

might bring at global bases whenever possible. This paper explains why corruption is the most 

important issue facing global basing by explaining the need for global basing, providing 

examples of corruption, describing the variety of host nation conditions that allow corruption and 

can lead to instability, and offering solutions for U.S. leadership to root out corruption around its 

bases. 
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Global basing is a critical component to the U.S. National Security Strategy and 

protecting its values, liberties, and way of life.4 Specifically, global basing allows the U.S. and 

the Department of Defense (DoD) to “improve operational responsiveness to contingencies, deter 

adversaries and assure allies, and facilitate security cooperation with partner militaries”.5 RAND 

summarizes the numerous categories of fiscal costs that overseas basing generates for the U.S. 

and its allies, such as training, personnel, installations, construction, and logistics.6 As just one 

example, DoD requested a staggering $173 billion for Overseas Contingency Operations in 

Fiscal Year 2020.7 Alternatively, Vine argues overseas basing creates additional costs that the 

U.S. government does not adequately consider during its global basing process, to include: 

corruption, toxic environments, displaced populations, criminal activity, support to dictators.8 

Combined with the sheer amount of money DoD uses to operate overseas and support 

requirements from host nation contractors for overseas bases, corruption rises as a significant 

issue the DoD must address. Specifically, mitigating corruption maximizes U.S. fiscal spending 

and lessens the negative effects of large U.S. budgets on overseas local communities, making it 

an important issue for U.S. leaders. 

David Vine, author of Base Nation, illustrates the history of corruption with the U.S. 

military using examples from the Italian mafia dating back to the Allied landing during World 

War II.9 He goes on to describe contractual obligations supporting the U.S. Navy’s installation in 

Naples during the last couple decades of the twentieth century: a “lease-construction” contract to 

build a large housing area, service contracts to maintain the base, and illegal dumping of non-

hazardous and hazardous waste.10 Vine connects American leadership, including an ambassador, 

for looking the other way of mafia involvement due the advantages the connections bring: 

cheaper contracts, added security, and quick action with limited obstacles.11 In short, Vine uses 
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examples of the U.S. military in Italy as just another example of the negative aspects of 

American global basing policies. 

There are many other examples that support Vine’s thesis that the U.S. military attracts 

corruption around its U.S. overseas basing infrastructure. For instance, South Korea’s culture and 

government has history of corruption with two recent Presidents being jailed due to corruptive 

practices.12 This combined with U.S. military operations that spend billions of dollars in South 

Korea led to two Korean companies paying $127 million for their involvement in bid rigging on 

American military fuel contracts and two Korean businessmen convicted for bribing officials to 

win construction contracts associated with the $11 billion project to relocate Camp 

Humphrey’s.13 Another corruption scandal surrounding U.S. military operations involves U.S. 

Navy husbanding services at hundreds of ports throughout Southeast Asia that included “gifts, 

dinners, prostitutes, and cash bribes,” and involved over 200 people and at least $35 million in 

fraud.14 Lastly, the U.S. continues to spend trillions of dollars in support of its ongoing Iraq and 

Afghanistan operations.15 Unfortunately, this large amount of spending in countries with weak 

governments and poor U.S. oversight created conditions ripe for corruption like a $40 million 

prison that was never completed and a $108 million wastewater treatment plant that was 

completed 8 years late and only services a third of the intended population.16  These corruption  

significantly undermine America’s desire to spread democratic values worldwide, support Vine’s 

case to “reexamine the tenants of U.S. military strategy,” and demonstrate why corruption is the 

most issue facing American overseas posture.17 

U.S. government leaders can grasp the impact corruption can have on host nation 

communities using studies connecting increased defense expenditures and corruption. A study by 

Goel and Saunoris reported increased spending from the defense sector is more likely to lead to 
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corruption than non-defense spending, even more so in high-income nations. Conversely, lower 

corruption result from institutional quality improvements, better government, urbanization, 

democracy, and greater prosperity all lower corruption.18 Though centered around host nation 

spending, these results can be used to understand corruption challenges around U.S. overseas 

bases and applied by working with host nation authorities to help implement anti-corruption 

solutions.  

Before addressing corruption though, the U.S. must also understand the impact of host 

nation government type when making basing decisions to maintain stability. Specifically, as 

Cooley points out, globalization increases communication flow worldwide which opens more 

scrutinization to U.S. relationships and basing decisions that could lead to legitimacy questions.19 

In general, the U.S. has had success basing in countries with dictators, while new democracies 

have created challenges. In today’s world however, the U.S. must carefully consider its 

relationships with authoritarian governments. As examples, past authoritarian leaders have taken 

advantage of the U.S. to “distribute private benefits to political clients such as military 

supporters, bureaucrats, and companies controlled by their ruling families”.20 While these 

“private political benefits” might be acceptable and lead to stability in one country, it might be 

considered corruption and lead to instability in another country. Authoritarian regimes also have 

been known to use U.S. basing relationships “to acquire prestige and international legitimacy,” 

or “justify their harsh repression of internal political opponents”.21 All of these reasons should 

raise concern for U.S. leadership because they have the potential to create instability in today’s 

globalized world due to leverage and power politics. As an example, if a dictator uses a U.S. 

relationship to gain personal power, the U.S. could be aggravating the issue by supporting 

corrupt behaviors. If those behaviors are considered acceptable at the country-level, the same 
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behaviors are likely to filter to lower levels of government and businesses, and ultimately into 

U.S. contracts supporting overseas bases. This type of environment can make it difficult for U.S. 

military forces to achieve its missions within a U.S. legal framework. Furthermore, an influx of 

U.S. resources can aggravate corruption issues if proper steps are not taken. In short, U.S. must 

be cautious of corruption in bases of authoritarian-led countries. 

Basing in democratic governments should be looked at differently with respect to 

corruption. Generally, democracies are founded on the values of liberty and freedom that make 

corruption less likely. However, countries going through the democratic process might be 

instable due to political volatility and contractual credibility associated with U.S. basing.22 This 

could lead to infighting and tensions among the parties vowing for representation in young 

democracies and could create an environment ripe for corruption. Consolidated democracies on 

the other hand are typically considered safer for legal and legit business between U.S. bases and 

local contractors. However, based on many examples, corruption is more widespread in 

consolidated democracies than might be anticipated. For example, and as discussed earlier, South 

Korea is a solidly democratic country but has dealt with corruption challenges at the highest 

levels of government. Corruption challenges around U.S. global basing within all democracies 

can cause legitimacy concerns and must be mitigated early. Due to this, U.S. military leaders and 

planners must lean forward to understand the conditions surrounding their host nation and local 

area and proactively work with appropriate host nation and U.S. officials to address corruption. 

American military leaders can mitigate the effects of corruption once they understand 

how host nation authorities operate within their societies. In fact, Calder’s host nation tactics for 

understanding and addressing base politics can be a useful starting point for U.S. 

recommendations to deal with corruption: 1) contact matters, 2) build common equities, 
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especially at the grassroots, 3) emphasize the local level, and build “incentives to agreement” 

there, and 4) “one size does not fit all”.23 First, the DoD should improve cultural-awareness 

training to base leaders and base personnel involved in contracts with host nation personnel. This 

training should include descriptions of and processes for the host nation federal and local 

governments, influential businesses and businessman, common business practices, history of 

illicit business activity, and key contractors supporting the installation. Using Calder’s host 

nation tactics, this data will give key American leaders the information they need for U.S. 

military forces to make decisions on successfully operating and to fairly conducting business in a 

specific host nation environment. Second, DoD and each service should improve the reporting of 

the corruption in and around overseas bases. The DoD Inspector General already provides 

detailed reports on various forms of fraud, waste, and abuse on its website. However, these 

reports are often very specific and typically aren’t shared with the stakeholders that need the 

information. Regional and country specific summaries should be shared with personnel at each 

U.S. overseas bases, to include base leadership, finance offices, contracting offices, and criminal 

investigation offices. Lastly, Calder’s idea of “contact matters” supports the need for host nation 

local leaders and base leaders to meet at least annually to discuss fair business practices and 

corruption mitigation ideas. These meetings should include host nation and U.S. law 

enforcement and criminal investigations personnel to focus on solutions relevant to that 

community. These meetings will not only mitigate corruption, but they will help create a healthy 

and competitive market for local businesses to take advantage of U.S. military contracts worth 

millions of dollars. These recommendations will go a long way in proactively attacking the 

corruption practices that U.S. military global bases often attract and help avoid the 

delegitimizing effects that corruption could easily bring to a base. 
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In closing, though the question remains of the full extent that U.S. global basing 

strengthens the power of criminal organizations in host nations, there is no question that 

corruption is extremely harmful to the legitimacy of U.S. global basing and its relationships with 

the host nation. Vine argues that American leaders must consider the negative effects on host 

nations caused by corruption around U.S. bases when making decisions on overseas force 

posture. At the country and base level, this can be done by improving cultural awareness 

training, implementing better corruption reporting, and creating avenues for base leadership to 

discuss potential issues with host nation authorities. These steps will allow U.S. politicians and 

military leaders to better understand “base politics” to mitigate corruption due to global basing 

and improve relations with host nation officials and populaces. In short, U.S. leaders must 

recognize the “base politics” their physical and fiscal presence creates in local communities, 

understand the dynamics of the countries with U.S. military presence, and aim to mitigate 

negative repercussions of corruption on global basing whenever possible. In conclusion, 

corruption is the most important issue facing global basing today because it delegitimizes U.S. 

presence and creates instability in host nations.  
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