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THE U.S. NEEDS A BASE WHERE??: HOW THE U.S. ESTABLISHED AN AIR BASE 
IN THE KYRGYZ REPUBLIC 

 
 

 Before September 11, the U.S. had few interests in the little known Central Asian country 

of the Kyrgyz Republic, also called Kyrgyzstan.  That situation changed when the U.S. needed a 

combat and logistics air base to support combat operations in Afghanistan.  This paper will 

explain how U.S. Embassy Bishkek established and maintained a coalition air base in this 

geopolitically vulnerable, economically struggling former Soviet Socialist Republic.  I will first 

outline U.S. interests in the Kyrgyz Republic before September 11 and the four main factors for 

Kyrgyz receptivity to the U.S. base proposal, which influenced how the U.S. shaped the Status of 

Forces Agreement (SOFA) negotiations.  I will then turn to the importance of personalities, the 

collaborative process between the embassy and the base, and the embassy’s management of the 

unavoidable culture clash between the U.S. military and the Kyrgyz.  I will conclude by 

highlighting the base’s impact on military operations in Afghanistan, bilateral relations, Kyrgyz 

relations with Russia and China, and Kyrgyz security, human rights and economy. 

 

Why a base in the Kyrgyz Republic? 

 In July 2001, I flew into Bishkek’s sleepy Manas International Airport with my husband 

and two children to begin a two-year assignment at the U.S. Embassy as the Deputy Chief of 

Mission.  As we drove with the ambassador toward town, dawn turned the stunning snowcapped 

mountain peaks south of the city pink, silhouetting figures on horseback herding sheep in 

roadside fields.  I recalled the words of one visitor to Bishkek:  “It isn’t the middle of nowhere, 

but you can see it from there.”   



3 

 No one viewed U.S. interests as substantial in this land-locked, remote, impoverished land 

of only five million people.  Russia was the most important Kyrgyz strategic partner, followed 

by China with the U.S. a distant third.  The largest U.S. interest appeared to be trying to prevent 

the Kyrgyz Republic from becoming a failed state in a region that many saw as an arc of 

instability.  Before backsliding on democracy, the Kyrgyz Republic had been called Central 

Asia’s “Island of Democracy.”  Americans were invariably impressed by the refreshing openness 

and often overwhelming hospitality of the Kyrgyz.  But despite impressive Kyrgyz economic 

reform attempts and its 1998 World Trade Organization membership, analysts questioned long-

term Kyrgyz viability.  Other than its incredible natural beauty, water and gold deposits, the 

country had few marketable natural resources.  In 1999, two-thirds of Kyrgyz households were in 

poverty, with one-quarter in extreme poverty. 1  In 2000, Kyrgyz external debt was 135 percent 

of its GDP2 and debt-service was on the verge of consuming one-third of GDP.  The Kyrgyz 

even seemed unable to defend their borders when Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) 

terrorists struck in 1999 and again in 2000.  Drug-trafficking and extremism were growing. 

 September 11, however, transformed the U.S.’s strategic worldview.  The U.S. initially 

planned to support Afghanistan combat operations out of Pakistan.  But relying entirely on 

Pakistan was “very problematic” in the words of Commander Craig Palmer, a Joint Chiefs of 

Staff Political-Military Planner for Afghanistan and Central Asia.  The planners began looking 

for other land options.3  Palmer credited his predecessor Commander Thom Burke for 

successfully focusing the Joint Chief of Staff Director for Plans and Policy on the possibility of 

creating bases in Central Asia.  Because Burke knew the “lay of the land” from years of military-

to-military projects and visits, he was able to “break loose the decision” to approach the Central 

Asians.  Current Joint Chief of Staff (JCS) Afghanistan planner Lt Colonel Don Berchoff, who 
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was working in the Air Force’s Tanker Airlift Control Center when the order came down to 

establish bases in Central Asia, commented that few could have imagined it possible.4     

 The U.S. first secured limited basing in Uzbekistan, the Central Asian country with the 

most pro-U.S. foreign policy and a shared border with Afghanistan.  Commander John Volkoff, a 

Naval reservist who arrived for duty at Embassy Bishkek on October 14 as Central Command’s 

(CENTCOM) Liaison Officer (LNO), remembered envying the CENTCOM LNO dispatched to 

Uzbekistan because CENTCOM was not interested in another base in Central Asia.5  But despite 

proffered U.S. security assurances and the considerable assistance the U.S. had agreed to provide 

to Uzbekistan, the Uzbeks didn’t agree to permit refuelers and bombers to be openly based out of 

the Karshi-Khanabad (K2) military base.  Volkoff related that with U.S. forces decisively 

engaged in combat and in need of combat support, CENTCOM Commander General Tommy 

Franks was frustrated with Uzbek intransigence and decided to look for another base in Central 

Asia.  Palmer explained that the Department of Defense (DoD) communicated its needs to the 

Department of State (DoS), which then “pinged” the U.S. Embassies in Central Asia on 

accepting airfield assessment teams.         

 U.S. Ambassador to the Kyrgyz Republic John O’Keefe6 recalled that the Kyrgyz military 

was interested in having the U.S. use the rundown former Soviet bomber base at Kant, 

approximately fifty miles northeast of Bishkek.7  However, Kant’s shorter runways and swampy 

location could not accommodate large or heavy aircraft.  After surveying all of the military 

airports in the region, the survey team8 requested to assess the commercially-owned9 Manas 

International Airport (MIA), twenty miles northwest of Bishkek.  Ambassador O’Keefe 

contacted Deputy Prime Minister/Minister of Transportation and Communication Kubanychbek 
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Jumaliyev, who allowed the survey to take place, but made no commitment on basing.  (The 

ambassador added that Jumaliyev almost certainly checked with President Askar Akayev.)    

 The assessment team briefed CENTCOM that Manas was the best option, despite the 

longer flight from Bishkek to Afghanistan, because of Japanese-financed upgrades10 to Manas’ 

equipment and its almost 14,000-foot runways.11  Basing in the Kyrgyz Republic would also give 

CENTCOM an alternate logistics hub; passengers could arrive via Europe on commercial flights 

while supplies could be sent by rail from Europe.  Finally, some in the Pentagon savored the 

prospect of a robust U.S. presence in Russia’s backyard.  CENTCOM relayed to DoD, which 

communicated to DoS, that it wanted to use Manas.  Commander Palmer described a “race” to 

see which country could provide the necessary SOFAs and overflight and landing clearances.  

Gas-and-go operations were established in Tajikistan12 and Turkmenistan.13  Each country, 

Palmer commented, was interested in getting U.S. money.   

 

Why did the vulnerable Kyrgyz decide a coalition base was in their interest?  

Now that we have examined why the U.S. requested basing in a country of marginal pre-

September 11 interest to the U.S., we should explore the four primary factors why the Kyrgyz, 

heavily dependent on Russia, agreed to U.S. basing:  Kyrgyz sympathy after September 11 

reinforced by their shared experience with terrorism and gratitude for previous U.S. assistance; 

strengthening U.S. diplomatic and military relations; Russian and Chinese acquiescence; and, 

Kyrgyz interest in greater international exposure, geopolitical leverage and economic benefit. 

 First and foremost, the Kyrgyz people were horrified by the tragedy of September 11.  

Ambassador O’Keefe vividly recounted President Askar Akayev’s immediate telephone call, 

asking how the Kyrgyz could help.  President Akayev also delivered to the embassy letters to 
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President Bush and to the American people, expressing his sadness and solidarity.14  The Kyrgyz 

were generally pro-American and were shocked by the scale of the attack, especially since they 

had viewed the U.S. as all-powerful.  Kyrgyz sympathy15 was intensified by still raw emotions at 

having been victims of terrorists.  During their 1999 and 2000 incursions, the IMU took 

hundreds of hostages, including Japanese, Americans and Germans and killed thirty Kyrgyz 

soldiers.16  President Akayev often expressed gratitude for the millions of dollars of equipment 

and training the U.S. provided after the incursions to improve Kyrgyz capabilities.  But official 

and public sympathy for the U.S. did not translate into overwhelming support for U.S. basing.  In 

fact, in an October 2001 survey, only 55 percent supported the U.S anti-terrorism campaign in 

Afghanistan while 48 percent of Kyrgyz respondents advocated declaring neutrality.17   

 Second, U.S.-Kyrgyz bilateral relations were on the upswing thanks to creative diplomatic 

and key military initiatives.  In late January 2001 following U.S. protests of flawed 2000 Kyrgyz 

parliamentary and presidential elections,18 bilateral relations were at a low point.  Ambassador 

O’Keefe secured State Department approval to approach President Akayev with a path to 

improve relations.  “Contrary to what many think,” the ambassador highlighted, “diplomacy is 

not being soft and nice.  Diplomacy is being clear and specific in what makes a difference -- not 

whitewashing, but outlining what in the bedrock is crucial to relationship.”  In a difficult meeting 

with President Akayev, the ambassador stressed the opportunity to move forward with the new 

administration, listed key factors harming bilateral relations and pressed for democratic and 

economic reform.19  While President Akayev was not immediately receptive, he listened.  

“Diplomats,” advised O’Keefe, “need to be persistent.”  The ambassador’s directness paid off 

when government harassment of opposition figures and media lessened.  To give momentum to 

economic reform and develop personal trust, in March the ambassador proposed to President 



7 

Akayev that he create a high-level group20 for strategic planning.  The president supported the 

ambassador’s initiative of inviting heavyweight international corporate leaders to develop a 

marketing strategy to capitalize on the Kyrgyz Republic’s comparative advantages and to 

identify structural barriers to investment.21  The ambassador’s ensuing personal relationship with 

President Akayev and Kyrgyz top-level officials later proved vital to securing a base.        

 In addition to diplomatic relations, military relations were also strengthening.  Following 

CENTCOM Commander General Anthony Zinni’s lead, Franks visited Bishkek regularly, 22 

military-to-military exchanges and U.S. assistance were growing, and Kyrgyz and U.S. officials 

conducted annual bilateral defense consultations.  The Kyrgyz Republic was one of the few 

countries notified just before combat operations began in Afghanistan.  Also, CENTCOM 

provided the embassy with sensitive daily intelligence briefings for the Kyrgyz on the conduct of 

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), bringing the relationship to a new level.  This combination 

of sustained bilateral military engagement, assistance and personal relationships was also critical 

in assisting the pro-Russian Kyrgyz military to trust the U.S. basing request.   

 Third, Russian and Chinese acquiescence, albeit grudging, to basing was essential given 

Russian and Chinese political and economic leverage over the Kyrgyz.  Even though Russian 

President Vladimir Putin was the first to call President Bush on September 11 and Russian-U.S. 

terrorism cooperation broke new ground,23 President Putin never openly supported U.S. basing in 

Central Asia,24 which was strongly opposed by Russian hard-liners and public opinion.25   

 Finally, because Kyrgyz public opinion was split, Kyrgyz relations with the U.S. were 

strengthening and Russia and China had not outright opposed basing, the Kyrgyz were able to 

consider their own interests.  First, Kyrgyz officials wanted regional stability, urging the U.S. to 

stay the course to create lasting stability in Afghanistan.  Geopolitical leverage was a second 



8 

factor.  Presidential Investment Advisor Joomart Otorbayev told the ambassador that hosting a 

coalition base would thrust the Kyrgyz Republic onto the international stage.  Both National 

Security Council Secretary Misir Ashirkulov and Defense Minister Esen Topoyev had been 

viewed as pro-Russian.  The ambassador attributes Ashirkulov’s critical support to President 

Akayev’s approval and to Ashirkulov’s probable conviction that a U.S. base would give the 

Kyrgyz more balance/leverage with Russia and China.  Topoyev astonished the U.S. by his 

active behind-the-scenes measures to cut through the customary Kyrgyz red tape, most likely 

motivated by presidential sanction combined with pre-September 11 personal relations with 

Generals Franks and Zinni.  Finally, the desperate Kyrgyz economic situation made officials and 

the public hope for potential economic benefits.26 

  

How did USG approach the Kyrgyz to secure basing and assist coalition members?  

 In early December, the Ambassador conveyed to President Akayev CENTCOM’s interest 

in establishing a coalition Air Base.  Four key issues arose during and after the negotiation of the 

SOFA.  First, the U.S. assured the Kyrgyz military operations would not interfere with the 

operation of the civilian airport.  Second, in a precedent for DoD, the U.S. agreed to pay landing 

and parking fees in accordance with International Civilian Aviation Organization (ICAO) 

standards because Manas International Airport was owned not by the Kyrgyz government, but by 

a private joint stock company.  Ambassador O’Keefe suspects that if the U.S. had steadfastly 

refused, the Kyrgyz side with its minority share in Manas might have forced the airport to forego 

the fees.  But the ambassador realized that the revenue stream would be essential for keeping the 

Kyrgyz government committed to the base when complications undoubtedly arose in the future.  

(And indeed, with approximately $7,000 paid per flight, airport officials and others were very 
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interested in keeping the SOFA in force when there was parliamentary discussion of terminating 

it after one year.)  Third, the U.S. assented to Ashirkulov’s demand that the base be completely 

open and transparent to preclude dangerous rumors and innuendo.  The base led frequent tours 

for Kyrgyz officials, parliamentary deputies, media, interested citizens as well as for accredited 

ambassadors and defense attaches.  After the SOFA was concluded, the U.S. in the spring of 

2002 assured the Kyrgyz Republic that the base would only be used for OEF.  

 Within two days, the Ambassador and his team, supported by DoS and DoD officials, 

hammered out a joint SOFA text with the Kyrgyz.  President Akayev met with the lower house, 

which  passed the SOFA on December 6.  Akayev convened the upper house in emergency 

session to ratify the SOFA on December 1127 and signed the SOFA on December 14.28  On 

December 15, the embassy received the Kyrgyz Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) diplomatic 

note that the SOFA had entered into force.  On December 16, Brigadier General Christopher 

Kelly, the commander of the 376 Air Expeditionary Wing, arrived in Bishkek29 to establish the 

base in a muddy field across the road from the main airport building.30  The base was named in 

honor of Peter J. Ganci, Chief of the New York City Fire Department, killed on September 11.31   

 Although commanded by a U.S. General, from its inception the base was a coalition base 

with, at times, only coalition aircraft.  The French32 and Canadians secured passage of their own 

SOFA.  But since the Turks were the only coalition partner with an embassy in Bishkek, the leg-

work of coordinating and tracking the status of coalition SOFA’s33  as well as overflight and 

landing clearances with the Kyrgyz government fell to the U.S.  The U.S. Embassy assisted the 

governments of the Netherlands,34 Denmark,35 Italy,36 Spain,37 Australia,38 Norway,39 Republic 

of Korea,40 Turkey and New Zealand.41  All deployed except Turkey and Canada,42 freeing U.S. 
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aircraft and personnel for other missions and giving all coalition partners the invaluable 

experience of working as a coalition.43    

 

Personality, Process, and Organizations  

 In light of the extraordinary burden the base put on both Embassy Bishkek and the Kyrgyz 

government, John Volkoff repeatedly stressed the importance of personality, with key figures on 

both sides concerned about getting the job done and not who would get credit.  After September 

11, the embassy went into overdrive44 and, despite the increased terrorist threat and authorized 

departure of dependents, was sent some outstanding augmentees.45  In addition to the high-level 

Kyrgyz officials already mentioned, the base owed much to two mid-level Kyrgyz officials, 

whom General Franks recognized in August 2002:  MFA Desk Officer Samargul Borbieva46 who 

with single-minded dedication skillfully shepherded the U.S. and coalition SOFAs through the 

labyrinthine Kyrgyz bureaucracy47 and later helped resolve the dozens of base problems that 

arose, and Ministry of Defense (MoD) Major Kosmos Ibrayev,48 the invaluable day-to-day MoD 

liaison with the base.  Volkoff marveled at how strong personal relationships at all levels allowed 

issues to be resolved through personal diplomacy, with diplomatic notes used only to record 

officially the understandings already reached.          

 Base commanders credited the Embassy for the base’s existence and unanimously lauded 

the embassy’s coordination process.  From day one, the general and his key staff attended 

embassy interagency country team meetings to take advantage of possible synergies and attempt 

to resolve issues before they became problems.  The base commanders, on the ground for an 

average of ninety days, almost always implemented the embassy’s strategy for working with the 

Kyrgyz government, shaping public opinion and cultivating foreign diplomatic and military 
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representatives.  In addition to the political and military collaboration already described, the 

embassy’s Regional Security Officer (RSO) and other embassy security specialists daily shared 

threat information and contacts and backstopped each other, with base assets occasionally 

supplementing embassy security.  The embassy’s Public Affairs Office (PAO) and Base Public 

Affairs consulted on trends and strategy, jointly crafted responses, and conducted press and 

public events to shape public opinion.   The embassy’s Management Section provided the base 

with advice and assistance on contracting, operating, health and banking issues, while the 

embassy gained access to outbound mail, emergency medical care and the base exchange.  

Embassy security, military, economic, public affairs, democracy and education, health, 

humanitarian and other assistance programs were harnessed to support the base.49  In summary, 

the embassy and base operated not as two or more organizations, but as one, with strong partners 

in critical parts of the Kyrgyz government. 

 With each successive ninety-day rotation of base personnel, the embassy (primarily 

Volkoff) had to reconvey vital institutional knowledge.  Volkoff commented that some newly 

arrived base officers had trouble understanding that they could not expect the same operating 

environment that they had in the U.S.  Ambassador O’Keefe observed that the generals who 

were the most successful were those who reached out to the Kyrgyz to craft mutually beneficial 

solutions and to conduct active public relations to gain public support.  Public relations were 

especially important because of negative Russian media coverage and the Russian Embassy’s 

attempts to generate negative publicity in the Kyrgyz Republic.50    

 Unfortunately, the scope of this paper does not allow me to describe the many challenges 

that faced the base after its establishment and how we resolved them.  Two elements, however, 

were at the root of virtually every challenge, making the embassy’s management role critical: 
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perceived geopolitical competition and the organizational clash between the U.S. need-it-

yesterday U.S. military and the byzantine, decision-averse Kyrgyz bureaucracy.51    

 Russian and Chinese official ambivalence about the U.S. presence in Central Asia efforts 

soon turned into behind-the-scenes pressure on the Kyrgyz.  Russian concerns52 about U.S. intent 

were fanned by a January 2002 New York Times report quoting Deputy Secretary of Defense 

Paul Wolfowitz that the political purpose of the bases and increased exercises in Central Asia 

might outweigh their military function.53  The State Department and General Franks tried to 

assuage Russian sensitivities by highlighting the non-permanent nature of the base.54  Not 

reassured, the Russians began conducting intense discussions with the Kyrgyz, resulting in the 

October 2003 “permanent” basing at Kant of Russian Rapid Reaction forces under the 

framework of the Collective Security Treaty Organization.55  The Chinese are reported to have 

pressured the Kyrgyz in 2002 to reduce support for the base.56  In addition, Commander Palmer 

pointed to Chinese moves to strengthen the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which some see 

as a regional counterweight to U.S.-led groupings.       

 Russian and Chinese pressure on the Kyrgyz was only part of the challenge of operating in 

the Kyrgyz Republic.  The Kyrgyz had never hosted anything remotely like the coalition Air 

Base.  Kyrgyz bureaucracy was structured to discourage officials from taking initiative.  As a 

result, all but the most clear cut matters had to be bucked up to extraordinarily high levels for 

decision, a time-consuming and aggravating process.  In addition, resolution of the few clear-cut 

matters was occasionally delayed by government officials who had not received the 

supplementary remuneration or favors they expected.  It took a long time for the Kyrgyz to get 

used to the fact that the base did not pay bribes or award non-competitive contracts.  Many 

Kyrgyz criticized the base’s multi-million-dollar fuel contract with the president’s son-in-law’s 
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company.57  However, in the next round of bidding, the contract was awarded to a lower bidder, 

who encountered no problem in delivering fuel.  The country’s high unemployment and poverty 

made many see the base as a potential cash cow, particularly in surrounding villages most 

affected by the twenty-four-hour roar of jet engines, damaged roads and invasive security 

patrols.  It took months to get the green light to build a Munitions Storage Area in the spring of 

2002 as well as to lease additional land58 in the spring of 2003.  In both cases, the ambassador 

had to exploit his personal relationships and not be shy about indicating that he did not want 

CENTCOM to pursue other basing options in Central Asia if we couldn’t come to a mutually 

acceptable solution.       

 

Conclusion - So What Difference Did the Ganci Air Base Make?  

 Organizational collaboration, a fortunate combination of personalities, and a deft process 

all combined to establish the Ganci Air Base, advancing U.S. interests and garnering accolades 

from far and wide for Embassy Bishkek.  In fact, Palmer commented that because of the success 

of the interagency coordination, it was used as a model for Operation Iraqi Freedom.  The impact 

of the base has largely been positive.  First, although not much ordinance has been dropped in 

the base’s two years of existence, coalition troops on the ground in Afghanistan were safer 

because Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters could see the planes in the sky.  Bishkek’s role as a 

transportation hub and cross-shipment point has also been important for OEF.  Second, U.S.-

Kyrgyz bilateral relations are stronger.  The base led to scores of high-level visitors to Bishkek, 

President Akayev’s first official visit to the United States and increased assistance money.  U.S. 

security and law enforcement cooperation is closer.  Third, in addition to the tens of millions of 

dollars the base has spent on the local economy, hundreds of jobs created, and boost to the 
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tourism and service industries, the U.S. supported greater IMF and World Bank involvement in 

the Kyrgyz Republic as well as Paris Club debt restructuring.59     

 However, there were two negative consequences.  Some in the Kyrgyz government 

calculated the U.S. need for the base would make us less vocal about human rights violations, 

leading to a dramatic deterioration in democratic reform, despite unabated U.S. pressure.60  In 

addition, although security threats from Afghanistan have subsided, the IMU61 has become more 

active in the Kyrgyz Republic, including three terrorists arrested in November 2003 for plotting 

to attack the base.  Islamic extremist group Hizb ut-Tahrir, which has lambasted Kyrgyz officials 

as Western slaves for supporting the U.S. base, has also gained adherents.   

 Although the Kyrgyz have only granted permission for the base to conduct OEF-related 

activities, some in the Pentagon would like to keep the base long-term for geopolitical reasons.62  

The Kyrgyz are still under considerable Russian influence, as demonstrated by their initial stance 

on Iraq and statements made during the establishment of the Russian base at Kant, and most 

probably Chinese pressure.  If rumors are serious that the Chinese may be interested in a base,63 

the Kyrgyz Republic would become the only country in the world with U.S., Russian and 

Chinese bases.
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Interests,” CRS Issue Brief for Congress: May 18, 2001, 
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Pakistan. Their mission was to blow up the Ganci air base, near Bishkek, which is used by US-
led coalition forces.” 

62 In May 2003, the Wall Street Journal reported “To strike faster at these remote hotspots -- or 
prevent them from becoming hotspots -- Mr. Rumsfeld is pushing U.S. forces out of their big 
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