
99The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military

﻿

Assessing the Global 
Operating Environment

Measuring the “strength” of a military 
force—the extent to which that force can 

accomplish missions—requires examination of 
the environments in which the force operates. 
Aspects of one environment may facilitate mil-
itary operations; aspects of another may work 
against them. A favorable operating environ-
ment presents the U.S. military with obvious 
advantages; an unfavorable operating envi-
ronment may limit the effect of U.S. military 
power. The capabilities and assets of U.S. allies, 
the strength of foes, the region’s geopolitical 
environment, and the availability of forward 
facilities and logistics infrastructure all factor 
into whether an operating environment is one 
that can support U.S. military operations.

When assessing an operating environment, 
one must pay particular attention to any U.S. 
treaty obligations in the region. A treaty de-
fense obligation ensures that the legal frame-
work is in place for the U.S. to maintain and 
operate a military presence in a particular 
country. In addition, a treaty partner usually 
yields regular training exercises and interop-
erability as well as political and economic ties.

Additional factors—including the military 
capabilities of allies that might be useful to 
U.S. military operations; the degree to which 
the U.S. and allied militaries in the region 
are interoperable and can use, for example, 
common means of command, communica-
tion, and other systems; and whether the U.S. 
maintains key bilateral alliances with nations 
in the region—also affect the operating en-
vironment. Likewise, nations where the U.S. 

has stationed assets or permanent bases and 
countries from which the U.S. has launched 
military operations in the past may provide 
needed support to future U.S. military opera-
tions. The relationships and knowledge gained 
through any of these factors would undoubt-
edly make future U.S. military operations in 
a region easier and help to ensure a positive 
operating environment.

In addition to U.S. defense relations within 
a region, other criteria—including the quali-
ty of the local infrastructure, the area’s po-
litical stability, whether or not a country is 
embroiled in any conflicts, and the degree to 
which a nation is economically free—should 
also be considered.

Then there are low-likelihood, high-​
consequence events that, although they occur 
infrequently, can still radically alter condi-
tions in ways that affect U.S. interests. Massive 
natural disasters like Typhoon Tip (1979)1 or 
the explosion of Mount Tambora (1816)2 can 
displace populations, upend regional power 
arrangements, or destroy critical infrastruc-
ture. The eruption of Mount Pinatubo did just 
that in 1991, causing so much damage to Clark 
Airbase and Subic Bay Naval Station that the 
cost, combined with diplomatic frictions be-
tween the U.S. and the Philippines, led the U.S. 
to abandon these strategic facilities.3 A mas-
sive solar flare could have a similar impact 
on a much larger scale because of the world’s 
dependence on electrical power. Scientists, 
analysts, planners, and officials in public and 
commercial ventures study such things but 
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seldom take concrete action to mitigate their 
potential impact.

Today, the world has been shaken by the 
COVID-19 pandemic that has caused govern-
ments to spend extraordinary sums of money 
not only to manage the public health crisis, but 
also to mitigate its economic impact on their 
countries. Its attendant stresses have put ter-
rific pressures on political establishments; 
caused governments to divert funding from 
other matters such as defense capabilities to 
the more immediate demands of the pandemic; 
and, given the threat of contagion, the adop-
tion of mitigation measures that have led to 
the cancellation of military exercises, training 
events, and deployments. It remains to be seen 
what the long-term consequences will be, but 
for the assessed year of 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic has minimized activities that would 
normally keep military forces in a ready sta-
tus, pressured related financial accounts, and 
caused problems for allied countries that 

would otherwise work to ensure that their mil-
itary forces are able to collaborate effectively.

The impact of the pandemic on specific 
countries will be addressed in the assessments 
of military readiness, political stability, and 
access to training, exercise, and operational 
basing opportunities.

Each of these factors contributes to an in-
formed judgment as to whether a particular 
operating environment is favorable or unfa-
vorable to future U.S. military operations. The 
operating environment assessment is meant 
to add critical context to complement the 
threat environment and U.S. military assess-
ments that are detailed in subsequent sections 
of the Index.

A final note: The Index of U.S. Military 
Strength refers to all disputed territories by the 
names employed by the United States Depart-
ment of State. This should not be interpreted 
as reflecting a position on any of these disputes.
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