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Is the U.S. About to Move Its Strategic Naval Base
from Spain to Morocco?
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Located near the point where the Atlantic Ocean meets the Mediterranean Sea, close to
Morocco, is the Spanish Naval Station Rota that is co-tenanted with the U.S. Navy. The issue
for  Washington to renew its  tenancy that  allows the Americans to use the Andalusian
military base has arisen.

Although Rota has been a center for American culture in Iberia, the U.S. presence could be
shifted to the Alcazarseguir base in nearby Morocco, according to El Español newspaper.
The Alcazarseguir base is located directly on the geostrategic Gibraltar Strait. For now, the
U.S. has not admitted to the plan to move to the other side of the bay and argued that it has
not  received  any  offer  from  Morocco.  However,  a  shadow  of  doubt  has  been  cast  during
negotiations with Spain.

The unprecedented opportunity to move its base from Rota to Morocco was suggested just
as a debate on the U.S. presence at the naval base is soon to be held in Madrid on what is
an  obviously  sensitive  issue.  The  1988 bilateral  agreement  must  be  renewed by  May
2021.  The  current  balance  of  power  on  the  political  map  indicates  that  reaching  an
agreement on the deployment of the U.S. army will not be easy.

Spanish dictator Francisco Franco  agreed for  the U.S.  to use the base.  In return for
consenting, he was given weapons for his army that was devastated during the 1936-1939
Spanish Civil War and after his closest allies, Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, ceased to exist
after being defeated in World War II. During and after the Cold War Era, the base has been
one of the most strategic for the U.S. Navy as it can effectively control a major trade route
and the only other entry point into the Mediterranean with the exception of the Bosporus-
Dardanelle Straits and the Suez Canal.

According to plans by the U.S. Navy, the Aegis destroyer warships will be replaced by more
modern ships. In addition, by 2024, two more units will be gradually added to the contingent
– a total of 6 ships. This will mean an increase in the number of U.S. troops too, especially
with  the  arrival  of  a  new  helicopter  fleet.  Incidentally,  the  latter  amendment  was  not
included in the bilateral agreement between the U.S. and Spain. This potential influx of more
soldiers to Rota creates an incentive for Spain to keep the U.S. Navy in the town as it will
mean more U.S. dollars flowing into local businesses.

“The  more  destroyers  at  the  base,  the  better  for  the  city,”  said  Rota
Mayor Javi Ruiz Arana, a member of the so-called Socialist Party. “Rota is
ready for more troops and a possible expansion [of the base], but we need
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time and information to make the most of this. Keep in mind that the base
takes up a quarter of the commune and should benefit local residents.”

As Rota is an entry point from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean and straddles very closely
to the Islamic World via North Africa, U.S. actions in the Middle East/North Africa region
creates extra activity in the town. On the political spectrum, few speak out against the base,
realizing that it is the main engine of the local economy and employment. This is a trap
however. The comfort of hosting American military personnel has meant the economy is not
diversified and is mostly targeted towards the foreign soldiers.

However, local anti-war sentiment around the base intensified after a U.S.-led bombing raid
of the Shayrat air base in Syria on April 7, 2017 occurred. The bombing raid was a response
to an alleged chemical attack on Khan Shaykhun in jihadist-held Idlib province that the West
blamed on the Syrian government without evidence. The bombing raid had the participation
of a U.S. destroyer based in Rota, prompting the anti-war rhetoric in the town to intensify.

Spanish politician Inmaculada Nieto said

“We Spaniards  must  learn  to  say  ‘enough’.  Coexistence  with  U.S.  foreign
policy makes us a target, and Trump’s policy backs this up. They justify their
interventionism  with  economic  and  business  benefits,  but  it  is  based  on  a
misinterpretation  of  what  the  allied  countries  are.”

The base and the military industry that revolves around it is a lifeline for Rota and its
surrounding region that is collapsing due to Spain’s high unemployment rate, caused by an
economic crisis that is only exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic. In March, more than
25,000 newly unemployed people returned to the region as a result of the pandemic.

This creates a dilemma as in the current economic system the base is needed for immediate
employment  and  finances,  but  there  is  a  strong  anti-war  sentiment  in  the  town  that  has
existed ever since the base opened for American use. This anti-war sentiment has only
increased since the American strikes against Syria. Whether this will be enough for the U.S.
to decide to pack up and leave for Morocco, or for the Spanish government to decide to stop
leasing  the  base  to  the  Americans  remains  to  be  seen.  Pressure  is  on  the  Spanish
government now to decide between the economy or playing a part in U.S. aggression across
the Mediterranean.
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