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the U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM)
area of responsibility (AOR) spans all phases
of conflict, from competition to large-scale combat
operations (LSCO). Much like in the other geograph-
ic combatant commands, this integration occurs

I ntegrating air and missile defense forces in

with multiple partners and allies against a backdrop
of emerging threats and external competitors. These
partners pursue integrated air and missile defense
(IAMD) solutions tailored to address their unique
requirements, which challenges broad discussions

of regional integration in favor of more precise and
discrete outcomes for common defense of mutual
interests. Unique to USCENTCOM, U.S. forces face
lethal air and missile threats from Iranian forces and
their proxies who have conducted (and continue to
conduct) attacks against American troops. This reality
raises the urgency of all integration efforts and creates
challenges not faced by forces serving in other geo-
graphic combatant commands.

The Threat

The 2022 National Security Strategy assessed that
Iran remains a critical strategic concern due to the re-
gime’s continued hostility to U.S. interests and active
interference in the affairs of its neighbors.! In addition

to their robust missile and unmanned aircraft systems
(UAS) capabilities, groups across the region supported
by Iran have demonstrated both the means and intent
to attack U.S. forces. These groups range from mili-
tant groups operating in Iraq and Syria to proto-state
actors like the Houthis in Yemen, with some measure
of territorial control within existing states.

These actors wield a broad range of threat capa-
bilities, including tactical ballistic missiles (TBM),
cruise missiles, and UAS. Hostile forces have em-
ployed many of these systems against U.S. and allied
forces, sometimes with lethal effect. In 2020, Iran
launched multiple TBMs against two U.S. bases in
Iraq.” Iran has continued to launch ballistic missiles
against Kurdish forces in Iraq, with the most recent
attack occurring in 2024.> One of Saudi Arabia’s larg-
est oil refineries suffered a significant complex attack
by Iranian cruise missiles and lethal UAS in 2019.*
Houthi forces are by far the most prolific TBM users
in the region, launching frequent attacks against
both Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) for nearly a decade. Saudi Arabia credits the
Houthis with more than 430 TBM and 851 UAS at-
tacks against the kingdom since 2015.° Houthi forces
have also launched several ballistic missile and UAS
attacks against the UAE during the same period.® In
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A Patriot surface-to-air missile is fired on 7 November 2017 at the NATO Missile Firing Installation in Chania, Greece. The U.S.-made Patriot

weapon system is used by numerous U.S. allies around the world and is a crucial component of integrating air and missile defense in the
U.S. Central Command area of responsibility. It has been employed successfully by Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates in defense
against Iranian-backed Houthi missile and drone attacks. (Photo by Officer Candidate Sebastian Apel, German Air Force)

January 2022, a terminal high altitude area defense
(THAAD) battery operated by UAE missile defense
forces successfully intercepted missiles launched
against the southern portion of the country in two
separate attacks, the first-ever combat engagement by
the THAAD system.” While Iranian-made UAS em-
ployed in Ukraine have focused global attention on
this threat, UAS attacks have been a regular feature
in the Middle East for some time. Militant groups
have launched one-way-attack UAS against U.S. bases
for several years, intensifying since October 2023,
with some attacks resulting in U.S. casualties.®

One point worth emphasizing is that these at-
tacks all occurred in what current U.S. joint doctrine
would describe as the “competition phase” and not
during large-scale conflict. These limited attacks
have demonstrated only a small sample of the extant
capabilities that could be brought to bear by Iranian
military or proxy forces in a crisis that would drive
the ruling regime to employ more of its extensive

arsenal. While much of the international community
remains understandably focused on Iran’s nuclear as-
pirations, the regime has invested significant resources
into building lethal ballistic missiles, cruise missiles,
and UAS. The Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS) credits Iran with the “largest and most
diverse missile arsenal in the Middle East, with thou-
sands of ballistic and cruise missiles”

Partners and Allies

Ever since the U.S.-led coalition expelled Iraqi
forces from Kuwait in 1991, nations across the region
have endeavored to build their own missile defense
capacity. Kuwait understandably led this trend and
remains one of our longest-enduring ballistic missile
defense (BMD) partnerships. Saudi Arabia and UAE
have also built robust missile defense forces armed
with U.S.-built Patriot and THAAD systems that
they have employed successfully in recent years to de-
fend their interests against Houthi attacks. The CSIS
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Missile Defense Project estimates that Saudi forces
intercepted 177 missiles launched by the Houthis be-
tween 2015 and September 2020 (when CSIS ceased
collecting data).’’ Qatar and Bahrain are presently
fielding U.S.-built BMD systems to deal with many of
the same threats from across the region.

In 2020, President Donald Trump updated the
Unified Command Plan to shift Israel from the U.S.
European Command (USEUCOM) AOR to the
USCENTCOM AOR." Israel and the United States
have long partnered on building BMD capacity to
defend the country, with Israeli forces using Patriot
and their own home-built systems developed with
U.S. support and funding. These systems include Iron
Dome, David’s Sling, and Arrow. The 2020 Abraham
Accords, during which UAE and Bahrain agreed to
recognize Israel’s sovereignty and right to exist, began
the initial steps of normalizing Israeli relationships
with some Gulf Arab states.’ The effect of these two
developments added one of the world’s most BMD-
capable nations as a potential partner for the coun-
tries in the region. While the ultimate results of these
changes remain to be seen, particularly in the after-
math of the Gaza crisis beginning in October 2023,
Israeli BMD capability and systems have the clear
potential to accelerate capacity building across the
USCENTCOM AOR in the years to come.

The Air and Missile Defense Fight

With an active and growing threat, U.S. forc-
es cannot build a “break glass” capability for the
simple reason that the glass is already broken. The
USCENTCOM IAMD enterprise operates continu-
ously and must maintain the ability to expand as re-
quired through all phases of conflict. As with all geo-
graphic combatant commands, joint doctrine provides
the defensive counterair framework to organize air
and missile defense, as described in Joint Publication
3-01, Countering Air and Missile Threats.”> Under
this construct, the combined forces air component
commander (CFACC) is the supported commander
for air and missile defense, responsible for integrating
AMD forces and effects. In this capacity, the CFACC
serves as the area air defense commander (AADC)
for the joint force commander, developing the area
air defense plan for the joint force commander and
supervising daily execution of these operations. In the
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USCENTCOM AOR, the U.S. Air Forces Central
commander fills these doctrinal roles.

The Army provides significant support to the
AADC, primarily with the 32nd Army Air and Missile
Defense Command (AAMDC). The 32nd AAMDC
commanding general serves as the deputy area air
defense commander to the CEACC, responsible for
integrating all Army AMD capabilities and supporting
the integration of joint and combined capabilities. The
32nd AAMDC also leads all combined and joint AMD
planning to develop options for the AADC to pres-
ent to the USCENTCOM commander for decision.
Like all AAMDC:s, the 32nd AAMDC commanding
general also serves as the theater army air and missile
defense coordinator and senior air defense artillery
(ADA) commander for U.S. Army Central in its role
as both the combined forces land component com-
mander and Army Service component command to
USCENTCOM. As the senior ADA commander, the
32nd AAMDC commander exercises control over
most Army AMD forces in the region.

Unique amongst the three active component
AAMDC:s, the 32nd AAMDC also serves as the
global force provider for active component AMD on
behalf of U.S. Army Forces Command. Unlike the
AAMDC:s assigned to USEUCOM and U.S. Indo-

Pacific Command,
the 32nd AAMDC is
both service retained
and aligned with
USCENTCOM.1
will address the im-
plications of this force
provider role later in
this article.

Current
Operations
With this frame-
work in place, the
USCENTCOM
commander maintains
the capabilities to
pursue assigned stra-
tegic objectives. Since
the end of Operation
Desert Storm in 1991,
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the United States has maintained a near-continuous
presence of U.S. Patriot units in the region, with only
a short gap between the elimination of the Iraqi TBM
threat in 2003 and the ascendency of the Iranian
TBM threat, which drove the United States to rein-
troduce U.S. Patriot units in 2006, where they have
remained ever since.'*

Beyond Patriot units, the Army has deployed
numerous short-range ADA capabilities to the region.
This includes the Counter-Rocket, Artillery, Mortar
(C-RAM) system based on the Navy’s Phalanx system
used to defend ships against air threats. C-RAM units
first deployed to Iraq in 2010 and have remained in
use ever since.'” In 2021, C-RAM units defended
U.S. retrograde operations at Kabul's Hamid Karzai
International Airport following the collapse of the
U.S.-backed government. As UAS threats have prolif-
erated, the Army has upgraded the C-RAM system to
address some UAS platforms.'® The United States also
employs Stinger-based Avenger weapons systems and
continues to field additional counter-UAS capabilities
across the region."”

The UAS threat is clearly the most visible growth
portfolio in our adversaries’ capabilities, which, in
turn, has driven significant efforts to develop de-
feat options by the United States and partners. The
Department of Defense designated the Army as the
executive agent for defeating Groups 1-3 UAS, that, in
turn, established the Joint Counter-Small UAS Office
(see figure).'* USCENTCOM has C-UAS capabilities
across the region to defend U.S. forces. While kinetic,
electronic warfare, and directed energy capabilities

are critical, optimizing how these systems are inte-
grated into a layered defense has proven to be the
more significant planning task. Given the range of
threats and tactics available to Iran and proxy groups,
no single system can provide a comprehensive defense
by itself. In short, there are no “silver bullets” in the
counter-UAS fight. Instead, commanders must take
all capabilities and employ them intelligently while
looking for every opportunity to innovate.

As the United States employs a broad range of
AMD capabilities, partners and allies continue to
build and employ capabilities to address the range of
threats. The United States supports these efforts in
three broad categories. The first is through the initial
capability fielding, particularly in cases of U.S. foreign
military systems, where we provide fielding teams to
assist. During fielding activities, partners receive both
materiel and operator training. The second category
begins once units begin to employ the new AMD
capabilities. In this phase, the United States supports
capacity-building through exercises and combined
training events intended to enhance interoperability.
Capacity building efforts typically occur over many
years and signify U.S. commitment to its partners.

The third category covers broader regional integra-
tion efforts. In this case, conversations about integra-
tion require precision and must focus on specific goals.
This prevents the term “integration” from becoming
too vague to be useful. To paraphrase a panel discus-
sion during the 2023 U.S. Army Fires Symposium, the
key questions are to determine what is being inte-
grated and for what purpose.” Meaningful integration
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efforts cannot describe broad end states. Instead, they
must be more precise and discrete. One example is
the Middle East Air Defense Initiative.” In spite of
the expansive name that suggests a comprehensive
effort, it is focused on establishing a shared regional
air picture available to partners and allies through the
Combined Air Operations Center at Al Udeid Air
Base in Qatar.”" This one example demonstrates the
need to constrain and, therefore, focus integration ef-
forts in order to achieve desired objectives. Broad and
seamless integration remains elusive for a number of
reasons, not the least of which is cost. In some cases,
the limiting factor is our partners’ relations with each
other. The recently healed split with UAE and other
Gulf Arab states offers one example of these types of
challenges.

Large-Scale Combat Operations

Addressing the persistent air and missile threat
in the USCENTCOM AOR requires significant
organizational energy and leadership. In this envi-
ronment, the gravitational pull of current operations
certainly has the potential to become all-consuming
for headquarters staffs rightfully focused on solv-
ing pressing problems. However, like all geographic
combatant commands, USCENTCOM must be
prepared to respond to a broad range of contingencies
that could tip into LSCO. The addition of Israel to the
USCENTCOM AOR also brings the responsibility
to execute operations in that country if directed by
national leadership.

Routine exercises with partners and components
provide the best opportunities to prepare for poten-
tial LSCO. These exercises typically provide U.S. and
partner forces training opportunities nested within
theater security cooperation objectives, some of which
primarily focus on IAMD. Whether a specific exer-
cise or training event mimics what may be required
during LSCO is largely beside the point. Training with
partners is more about building relationships and
identifying future combined training requirements
than perfecting any given operational task.

When training headquarters staffs, AMD-
focused exercises must provide a range of “bad days”
for the training audiences. Like all units, headquar-
ters staffs require stressful training environments
to achieve desired readiness objectives. The more
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robust the exercise, with broad component partic-
ipation and a fully committed higher headquarters
stimulating the event through decision-making (and
all the supporting mechanisms that support deci-
sion-making), the more effective the training. This
is as true for AMD exercises as for any other type of
operation. Since any fight in USCENTCOM AOR
will undoubtedly include a robust air and missile
threat, this is truly foundational training.

Theater-level AMD exercises generally train on two
separate levels. In the first level, those units specifically
tasked to execute the air and missile defense fight will
practice the specifics of their craft. This includes the air
component command (under U.S. Air Forces Central)
in its role as the area air defense commander (and
supported commander for air and missile defense),
the maritime component command (under U.S. Naval
Forces Central Command) executing Aegis ballistic
missile defense, and the Army air defense units operat-
ing under the control the 32nd AAMDC. At this level,
these exercises focus on both active defense to defeat
inbound threats and attack operations to defeat threats
before they can be launched.

At the second level, USCENTCOM and its com-
ponent commands execute the totality of combat
operations outside the direct AMD fight but consid-
ering the effects of possible enemy attacks on friend-
ly forces. For instance, if a specific base is the pri-
mary target of Iranian ballistic missiles, the affected
component (or components) must adjust their plans
in the aftermath of these attacks. These exercises
further inform the development of future plans and
options in order to provide the USCENTCOM com-
mander the maximum level of flexibility to achieve
U.S. objectives in the region. This is in marked con-
trast to the U.S. Army’s Mission Command Training
Program Warfighter exercises used to train corps
and division staffs. In these exercises, the scenario
is designed to stimulate training objectives, not test
the validity of any specific war plan. In theater-level
exercises executed by geographic combatant com-
mands, the validity of plans themselves are part of
the assessment process.

Tensions
A 2023 report discussed the challenges facing U.S.
Army ADA units. This report highlighted the gap
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between supply and demand that has endured for
decades, concluding that the “simple, pure math” sug-
gests that the United States has far more air defense
requirements than the Army has capacity.”> Some
groups like the Missile Defense Advocacy Alliance
have suggested that the Army needs to immediately
reprioritize force structure to deal with this reality,
and that the Department of Defense (DOD) mission
area itself requires a “fundamental review”* The war
between Russia and Ukraine has reinforced both the
criticality of air defense and the effectiveness of the
Patriot system in particular.

Unlike U.S. Indo-Pacific Command and
USEUCOM, USCENTCOM has no forward-sta-
tioned Army ADA units. Every Patriot, C-RAM,
and Avenger formation serving in the region since
the end of Operation Desert Storm in 1991 deployed
from the United States (and sometimes from other
geographic combatant commands). Under any force
generation model, this continued commitment ties
up large portions of the Army’s AMD forces, making
them unavailable for other requirements. As previ-
ously mentioned, the 32nd AAMDC also serves as
the Army’s global force provider for active component
AMD forces. This puts the command in the unique
situation of having to provide military advice to meet
USCENTCOM objectives that may directly impact
its mission to provide trained and ready forces for
U.S. Army Forces Command when balanced with
global requirements. As the AAMDC supporting
USCENTCOM responsible for all Army AMD forces
in the region, the 32nd AAMDC is primarily provid-
ing forces to itself in its warfighting role.

Regional integration with partners and allies offers
a potential way to mitigate this gap between supply
and demand. In theory, partners can replace U.S.
units with their growing AMD capacity. This regional
integration certainly offers opportunities, although
this comes with two extremely important caveats.
The first caveat is the capabilities of systems such as
Patriot, which are ultimately point or small-area de-
fense systems that can cover a discretely defined geo-
graphic area (such an airbase). These systems cannot
provide wide-area defense, and those systems that can
provide this type of defense (such as THAAD) face
limitations on the threats they address. Critics of the
Patriot system usually overlook this point; the system

will only engage direct threats to the defined defended
asset. In short, nonengagements of threats impacting
outside the defended asset are a conscious decision
and not a bug in the system.

This reality leads to the second caveat, which is
the geopolitical requirements of the partners them-
selves. Without exception, every nation builds air and
missile defense capacity primarily to defend its own
interests. With point and small-area defense systems,
every defended asset decision requires acceptance
of what will not be defended. None of our partners
across the globe purchased Patriot or THAAD to
become a force provider for the United States. These
trade-off decisions are particularly acute in the
USCENTCOM AOR, where our partners face the
same robust Iranian and proxy threat that we face.
Given the enduring presence of U.S. Patriot units
across the region, Army ADA forces themselves
could also be viewed as clear demonstrations of
American commitment to the region; while any force
posture must be viewed in totality and not focused
on any specific unit type, the presence of U.S. Army
ADA units remains a concrete symbol of resolve.”*
This perception has the potential to increase the
difficulty of conversations with partners on a range of
topics not limited to air defense.

Conclusion

Over the past ten years, air and missile threats to U.S.
forces and American interests in the USCENTCOM
AOR have continued to multiply. This should hardly
surprise any observer familiar with the Army’s role in
the Middle East since the end of the 1991 Gulf War.
Operation Desert Storm made the Patriot widely known
and ADA forces a near continuous feature of posture
decisions from then until now. The current air and
missile threats are also multiplying against our allies and
partners, who are accelerating their own efforts to build
robust air and missile defense capabilities. It is worth
highlighting that Israel, UAE, and Saudi Arabia’s AMD
forces are combat-tested and proven against persistent
lethal threats. Importantly, all of this is occurring against
the backdrop of competition for influence with China
and Russia. Based on Iran’s TBM and UAS inventory
alone, future LSCO in the region have the near certain
potential to see missile and air attacks that make Russian
attacks on Ukraine seem small in comparison.
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American units operating in the USCENTCOM
AOR remain the only U.S. forces across the globe who
face routine air and missile attacks. This challenging
threat also offers the Army unique opportunities
to experiment in real time with the range of AMD
capabilities available to joint and combined forces.
While the DOD must balance global force posture
decisions in pursuit of the National Military Strategy,
the USCENTCOM AOR and Iran remain critical to

IAMD IN CENTCOM

defined strategic objectives. Although “CENTCOM
fatigue” is certainly a real challenge, the region also
borders China and Russia, which raises the stakes
of competition.” Given this stark reality, the Army
should expect to provide some level of AMD forces
to USCENTCOM during competition phase and be
prepared to surge during LSCO. How the DOD and
the Army balance these requirements going forward
remains a critical challenge. ®
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