A general withdrawal destabilizes the region, draws the US back in, and stokes fears of retrenchment.
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The U.S. military cannot ignore partner military readiness and capability, either. Given the threats from Tehran and others, enhancing partner capability not only enables burden-sharing,  but also represents the only path to a safe and durable withdrawal of some U.S. forces from the region. Ignoring this important strategy would only increase the chances Washington would have to return in haste in the future – likely at a greater cost.
The United States must also consider the impact of a withdrawal on our efforts to halt Iran’s efforts to destabilize the region through material and political support for violent non-state groups. An excessive reduction of U.S. forces in the Gulf would reduce Washington’s ability to detect, interdict, and expose weapons proliferation. That would make it easier for Tehran to conduct its operations directly or by proxy and to advance its arms proliferation strategy.
Lastly, America’s transformation into a net energy exporter does not mean Washington no longer has an interest in the free flow of energy in the Gulf region. American energy consumers and producers remain vulnerable to what happens in the Gulf. A supply disruption anywhere that spikes the global price of oil impacts consumers and producers everywhere.
Energy flows in the region also impact great power competition. China, as well as key U.S. allies like Japan and South Korea, remains deeply dependent on Gulf energy supplies. The United States effectively controls the lines of communication that deliver that oil.
If competing with China is America’s number one challenge in the coming decades, voluntarily relinquishing control over such a chokepoint makes little sense. Such an unforced error by the United States would stoke fears of U.S. retrenchment among Gulf allies, potentially creating more economic, energy, and military opportunities in the region for Moscow and Beijing.
Suggesting that China take over policing this key maritime chokepoint, as some have done, is short-sighted. An authoritarian regime that aggressively pursues its narrow security, economic, and geopolitical aims via predatory tactics will not be committed to keeping waterways open for all actors.
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