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Abstract
This thesis explores the dynamics between global and local politics by investigating the
social, environmental and political effects of a NATO military air base in Geilenkirchen
which hosts NATO’s Airborne Early Warning and Control System (NAEW&C or AWACS).
The main socio-environmental issues experienced by Dutch and German citizens living near
Geilenkirchen Air Base are that of the noise nuisance, a fear of noise- and emissions-related
health problems, and the felling of trees which obstruct the aircraft’s flight movements. This
work will show how a military base can be used as a background to resist multiple different
issues, depending on individual experiences and ideologies, and hereby connect people from a
range of social, ideological and political backgrounds. While some resist the practical
implications of the air base, others have actively made connections to broader concepts such
as “militarization.” Such broader connections with global issues and movements will be
investigated here, while also taking into account the distinct, issue-specific aspects of the
local experiences surrounding presence of the AWACS. Moreover, the existence of the base
will be put into geopolitical context by investigating the strategic and political decisionmaking that led to NATO’s collective purchase of the AWACS-fleet during the Cold War.
The existence of the base will be connected to notions of “American empire” by arguing that
NATO can be seen as an extension of American influence over Western Europe, and that this
influence, alongside Cold War-considerations, played a significant role in the AWACSpurchase.
Key words: NATO, AWACS, Military Base, Militarization, Environmentalism, Noise
Pollution, Tree Felling, Protest, Resistance, Geilenkirchen Air Base, Transnationalism

Baan s4453484/3
Acknowledgements
This master’s thesis was the result of a process which spanned almost two years. It was
finished during a global pandemic, which made it a dynamic writing period, but I am happy
with the result.
In these two years, I have met an abundance of people to whom I owe either directly or
indirectly having been able to write this thesis. I am indebted to Dario Fazzi, who helped me
in the initial steps of coming to this topic and structuring my research during my internship at
the RIAS. During this internship, I learned a great deal about what it means to do meaningful
research in American Studies for which I am thankful to all the RIAS staff. From Leontien
Joosse, I learned about time management and organizational skills, as well as how an
institution can rely on the sole superpowers of one woman. I am also grateful to my
supervisor, Jorrit van den Berk, with whom I could brainstorm about my topic and who
greatly helped me with the overall structure. Much thanks also to Markha Valenta, whose
classes reinvigorated my interest in American Studies by leaving room for the contemporary
topics that her students wanted to discuss. And thank you to Frank Mehring, who organized
the RUDESA trip that taught me about doing research in transnational American Studies by
studying American influence close to home. I am also very grateful to Servie L’Espoir and
Albert van Dam, who took the time to sit down with me and provided me with their extensive
knowledge on the issue, which aided my understanding of it a great deal.
Thank you to my friends from Damesdispuut Carmen and to all my American Studies
classmates with whom I’ve become close during the master’s, with the RUDESA trip as a
highlight. And thank you to Lando Bosma for too many things to fit on this short page.

Baan s4453484/4
Table of Contents
1. Introduction: Resistance Against the Remnants of an American Empire by “Invitation” or
“Persuasion” ...........................................................................................................................................5
1.1.

Methodology and Academic Relevance ............................................................................................... 8

1.2.

NATO in the “American Century”—An Extension of the American Presence in Europe ..................... 11

1.3.

A New Role and New Challenges for NATO After 9/11 ...................................................................... 15

1.4.

The Global Defense Posture After 9/11: Light, Responsive Forces ..................................................... 20

2. Strategic and Political Significance of AWACS and Transnational Resistance Against
“Militarization” ....................................................................................................................................23
2.1.

Strategic Significance: Why Does NATO Employ AWACS? ................................................................. 24

2.2.

Political Meaning: AWACS as “Burden-sharing Breakthrough” ......................................................... 26

2.3.
An International Agreement with National and Local Conditions: How the AWACS Came to
Geilenkirchen.................................................................................................................................................... 29
2.4.

Transnational Resistance to Military Presence in Western Europe.................................................... 32

2.5.

Feeling the Presence of a Base: Tensions Between the Mission and the Environment ...................... 35

3. Case Study of Geilenkirchen Air Base: How International Decisions Influence the Local
Environment .........................................................................................................................................38

4.

3.1.

Studies on the Economic, Social and Environmental Impact of Geilenkirchen Air Base ..................... 38

3.2.

The First Signs of Resistance: One Issue, Multiple Parties and Ideological Dimensions ..................... 42

3.3.

The German Response and Steps Towards Transnational Cooperation............................................. 46

3.4.

After Reactivation: The Strengths and Pitfalls of (Trans)national Cooperation ................................. 48

3.5.

Perceived Militarization along the Dutch-German Border ................................................................. 51

3.6.

The Felling of Trees in Schinveld Forest—"Necessary Maintenance” or “Blatant Demolition”? ........ 54

3.7.

Disarmament Abroad, Tensions at Home: A New Post-Cold War Role for AWACS............................ 57

Current Resistance and Public Affairs: Oral Interviews .........................................................60
4.1.
The role of the AWACS in the Current Global Security Environment and the Dutch versus German
Experience ........................................................................................................................................................ 62
4.2.

Communicating NATO’s Current Role and the Legitimacy of the AWACS .......................................... 65

4.3.

AWACS and The Environment: Tree Felling, Noise Pollution and Public Health ................................. 68

4.4.

Can Local Protests Influence (Inter)national Politics? Achievements and Limitations ....................... 72

Conclusion and the Future of AWACS ..............................................................................................76
Works Cited ..........................................................................................................................................81

Baan s4453484/5

“The thinking about empire’s impacts stops at the fence lines. However, the piercing
sounds of an F-16 or the plumes from underground oil leaks do not stop when they
reach the edge of the map.”
(Gillem 36)

Figure 1. A Boeing E-3A AWACS Aircraft, identifiable by the radar dome on top. Source: www.nato.int

1. Introduction: Resistance Against the Remnants of an American Empire by
“Invitation” or “Persuasion”
According to Geir Lundestad, the twentieth century—especially its second half—can in
many ways be regarded as the “American Century,” for the United States dominated in
political, economic and cultural terms (189). The American “empire,” as most empires
throughout history, had elements of both invitation and imposition.1 However, according to
Lundestad, the former was present in much higher degree for the American empire
established in Western Europe in the twentieth century, than in the empires of most other
great powers (Lundestad 194). It is important to emphasize, however, that it was not just those
“European invitations” which shaped U.S. foreign policy. Rather, it was largely driven by
strategic, political and economic self-interest. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization
1

“Empire” is put in quotation marks here, because, as opposed to most “traditional” empires, the countries
within the American spheres of influence were to a higher degree independent and its influence more indirect
(Lundestad). Nonetheless, many scholars would argue that the American spheres of influences, including its
overseas basing structure, constitute a form of imperialism (Gillem; Lutz).
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(NATO) extended this American cultural and economic influence to include a political and
military commitment and represents the “central multinational link” between North American
and Europe since 1949 (Lundestad 195-198; Rupp 2).
Lundestad’s notion of an “empire by invitation” raises the question: by whose
invitation? While Lundestad focuses on elite decision-making, Catherine Lutz’s extensive
collection of case studies in The Bases of Empire showcase the social, cultural and
environmental effects of the American “outposts of empire” that resulted out of those
invitations across the Atlantic. She argues that such arguments emphasizing the invitations of
host countries, disregard the “pressures” or “lures” of the U.S. government which take place
outside of news coverage as it seeks to persuade officials of the positive impacts that an
American base would represent to their countries (Lutz xi). In shifting the focus to the local,
her collection of case studies shows the tension between the visions of those who extended
invitations to the United States, and those experiencing the consequences. These different
emphases by Lundestad and Lutz respectively, showcase a tension that I will investigate
further. By those in support of the “defense umbrella” over Western Europe, it might be
argued that U.S. and NATO bases abroad are a necessity for self-defense, providing security
and resources to local regions, or enriching exchange between different cultures. On the other
side of the spectrum, there are those who resist this presence, often the people living near
these bases, who may experience a foreign military base with a sense of injustice. By those
experiencing a base from up close, such a military presence may be connected to issues such
as land encroachment, environmental damage, crime, (sexual) violence, accidents, political
subversion, economic destabilization and a felt risk for a military or terrorist attack (Lutz).
Thus, notable tensions exist between Lundestad’s conception of the American military
presence in Europe as an “empire by invitation” and Lutz’s emphasis on how elements of
persuasion in this empire-building project have impacted local communities. How this tension
culminates in the local is also investigated here with the case study of Geilenkirchen Air Base,
in which local citizens have been fighting for decades against the “remnants” of decisionmaking in the “American century”—a NATO airbase located far away from current conflict
zones in Geilenkirchen, Germany, on the border with the South of the Netherlands. NATO’s
Airborne Early Warning and Control Systems (NAEW&C or AWACS) has been stationed in
Geilenkirchen, Germany since 1980, and while its functions have been adapted to the postCold War environment of global hybrid conflict, NATO has been unsuccessful in selling the
story to the citizens who have been resisting its socio-environmental impact—mainly, the
noise their engines produce—of the aircraft for decades, and continue to do so to this day. The
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base has been the topic of controversy and the background for protests from its onset, but the
nature of the protests has changed along with the global geopolitical situation and the role of
NATO in the world. I will argue here that the story of resistance to Geilenkirchen Air Base
demonstrates that people who are geographically far removed from armed conflict, yet
experience the nuisance associated with a military presence, it is difficult to regard NATO’s
role in the world as credible over their own disadvantages.
This thesis will investigate the connections and intersections between this local
experience and global politics by showing how, in the case of Geilenkirchen Air Base, the
larger geopolitical and historical context led to the perceived necessity of the AWACS and the
location of the air base in Geilenkirchen. Moreover, connections will be made between the
local resistance against the base and its social, economic and environmental effects to broader
ideological and political concerns, such as those of the 1980s peace movements, as well as
NATO’s struggle with legitimacy alongside rising concerns with the effects of the military on
the environment in the post-Cold War world.
Chapter 1 will demonstrate that NATO can be seen as an extension of the American
involvement in Western Europe and that the Alliance represents the primary link across the
Atlantic. In establishing this link, a connection can be drawn with the case study of a NATO
air base in Western Europe and larger arguments about American imperialism. With the
American entanglement in the security of Western Europe that NATO helped solidify came a
vast basing structure consisting of American and NATO bases. Geilenkirchen Air Base is one
of such NATO bases that had a clear Cold War-related strategic purpose, but still exists to this
day. As the Cold War wound down, NATO was forced to rethink its role in the newly
established security environment that was no longer dominated by a bipolar struggle between
the Western and Eastern blocks. Politically, new external as well as internal challenges
emerged which led the “hard power bastion” NATO to increasingly recognize the importance
of employing soft power to convey the public in the member states of its continuing
relevance. Strategically, it began to emphasize the importance of “light, responsive forces”,
which also influenced global basing structures, as it resulted in major drawbacks of Cold
War-era bases from Western Europe. Geilenkirchen Air Base remains in place, as NATO
would argue that the AWACS play an important role in its contemporary emphasis on
responsiveness.
This strategic role of the AWACS is further explored in chapter 2. Apart from
explaining its strategic function, this chapter will also show that the AWACS-purchase was of
political importance for the Alliance, as it was its largest collective purchase and represented
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a “burden-sharing breakthrough.” This chapter will show that domestic political, social and
economic issues played an important role in the discussions of member state officials during
the AWACS-deliberations, and the issue of the planes “thundering” over 2,300 Dutch homes
was raised by Dutch representatives as well. However, Dutch officials accepted economic
concessions in the form of a Dutch location for the AWACS Program Office (NAPMA) and
postponed the issue of the noise that the planes would cause. These social and environmental
issues at Geilenkirchen Air Base do not exist in a vacuum, and connections can be made with
a broader transnational resistance to military presence in many forms. The most wide-scale
protests in Europe were sparked by NATO’s “dual track decision” to deploy nuclear weapons.
As we will explore further in chapter 3, the ramifications of that top-down decisionmaking it has caused continuous political and social conflict on a local and national level and
can be connected to a variety of different ideological or practical concerns. Chapter 3 will
touch upon possible social, cultural, economic and environmental consequences of the
presence of air bases in general, and Geilenkirchen Air Base specifically, using quantitative
studies from various reports. It will also highlight the many ways in which the base has been
resisted since it became clear that the former Royal Air Force base would be reactivated to
host the AWACS at the end of the 1970s, and how the resistance has changed over the
decades that followed. While the early resistance consisted of fractured groups, the potential
of transnational cooperation was soon discovered. This chapter will also show that the base
functioned as a background for protests against broader political issues, and that this was also
recognized as a potential danger to the locality of the issue, which local groups feared would
get lost in the hierarchical structure of the larger peace movement.
At present, the resistance, which consists of people from a vast range of backgrounds,
is united in the association Stop Awacs Overlast. The fact that NATO now recognizes the
importance of soft power means that it also recognizes the collective power of public opinion.
However, while the local resistance against the AWACS has enjoyed successes, it is not an
easy fight against this vast international structure. The interviews in chapter 4 with a
spokesperson from STOP-Awacs as well as from the public affairs office of Geilenkirchen Air
Base, will show highlight the tension between the military and socio-environmental issues
play in the area surrounding Geilenkirchen Air Base, as well as how both “sides” have, at
least to an extent, sought to overcome these tensions by continuing to deliberate with each
other.
1.1. Methodology and Academic Relevance

Baan s4453484/9
Robert Harkavy argues that the topic of overseas military basing is important, yet
neglected, possibly because the topic is too complex to systematically theorize or
quantitatively analyze (in Lord 9-10). This explains why works on the United States’ and
NATO’s military history often use little empirical data on American forces in Europe, and
both NATO’s archives and those of the bases themselves have long been closed to the public
(Duke and Krieger 8).2 Even though it carried great political meaning, NATO’s AWACSprogram has not been the topic of extensive research either, let alone its social and
environmental ramifications. The small amount of publications on the topic, often in NATO
or military-focused magazines, sketch only “the vague outline of the story” and emphasize the
military and technical aspects of the program (Tessmer xiv). Therefore, while I will take into
consideration the strategic and geopolitical dimensions of the AWACS-purchase, I will focus
on the aspects that have been largely neglected, namely the environmental, social and
economic effects on a local level.
The ramifications of a military presence differ greatly depending on the kind of facility, as
well as on geo-political issues and regional contexts. Therefore, a systemic analysis of its
influence would prove overly simplified. Case studies can help us get an understanding of the
complexity of the intersection of all these issues within a certain temporal and spatial scope.
According to Duke and Krieger, there is a gap in the literature on U.S. and NATO military
history for the existing writings are often focused on central institutions, and make little use of
empirical data on bases in Europe, let alone take into account the political, economic and
social contexts of the individual countries (Duke and Krieger 7). While this thesis begins with
sketching, historically, the global geo-political context and state leaders’ decision-making
which influenced the basing structures of which the remnants still exist to this day, it
contributes especially to the academic conversation around global military basing by focusing
on (the experience of) the socio-political and environmental effects of those geo-political and
strategic considerations.
However, the vertical influence of elite decision-making on local communities does
not only work one way. Governments of European host nations have been reluctant to release
military data such as those relating to weaponry, force levels, logistics and the strategic
decision-making process, for such material has been employed by the resistance to this
military presence in order to compromise governments (Duke and Krieger 4). Especially facts

2

Since 2018, however, a NATO Archives “Reading Room” has opened for researchers wishing to consult publicly
disclosed information on the Alliance (“NATO Headquarters Reading Room”).
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relating to nuclear and chemical weapons, as well as the precise conditions of the basing
agreements were kept hidden. According to Duke and Krieger, often times it was even
deemed more important to hide them from the national public than from the Soviet Union
(Duke and Krieger 6). The fact that these governments recognized the potential power of
public opinion, also highlights the academic relevance of this thesis: “power” or “influence”
can exist in many shapes and forms and be exerted by the public, as well. As the case of the
resistance against Geilenkirchen Air Base shows, with strong commitment to an issue and
persistence over decades, even local communities can have an extent of influence on their
national governments. In general, it attests to the increasingly recognized idea that research on
international relations should be about more than state-centered descriptions of power politics
and recognize the dynamics between state-level and social actors, as well as transnational
cooperation between these actors. The transnational, here, is important, for the noise nuisance
experienced from the AWACS did not stop at the border. Especially in the early years, during
and immediately after the Cold War, transnational cooperation between Dutch and German
groups was recognized by them as an important amplifier of the voices of resistance.
I will analyze the economic, environmental and socio-political effects of
Geilenkirchen Air Base, with an emphasis on the latter. This emphasis on the socio-political
aspects is due to the fact that it is the experience of the local citizens that has mobilized them
rather than any “hard facts” or quantitative data. This is not to say that their experience is
illegitimate, but to say that technocratic environmental data means little to someone who is
experiencing it as a disruption of their livelihood. Moreover, while numbers matter, much of
the important effects of the military presence in Europe is difficult or impossible to express
quantitatively (Duke and Krieger 5). Because this is such a multi-faceted topic, I have
employed a multidisciplinary approach, using historical as well as contemporary primary and
secondary sources from a multitude of fields such as political science, communication studies,
security studies, environmental science and social sciences. Besides scholarly works, I have
consulted reports from Dutch governmental agencies, NATO sources, and independent
research bureaus. In order to add to these quantitative and qualitative impact analyses the
nuance of the personal experience, I have delved into the archives of local and national
newspapers, which, together with the oral interviews, helps bring the story of the local
experience to life. These stories should be told for a number of reasons. It is important to
understand the impact of NATO beyond the narrative that state leaders communicate.
Moreover, it helps us to grasp how top-down politics affects—but also mobilizes—local
communities. Ultimately, these stories exemplify how grassroots movements have a limited,
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yet undeniable influence by literally putting on the map the physical effects of such a
seemingly abstract concept as “military presence.”
1.2. NATO in the “American Century”—An Extension of the American Presence
in Europe
In order to obtain a full understanding of the American basing structure extended by
NATO, as well as the security environment which led to a perceived necessity of airborne
surveillance that the AWACS would provide, we must at least go back to the immediate
aftermath of the Second World War, where the origins of the United States military presence
in Europe can be found (Duke and Krieger 1-2). It is important to note, however, that
American overseas expansionism began already with the Spanish-American War of 1898
(Harkavy, Strategic Basing 80-81).3 While this U.S. overseas basing system from the close of
World War I up to 1940 is deemed relatively “insignificant” by Robert Harkavy, it was
significant enough to demonstrate that the United States was at the time the “world’s premier
potential military power” (Strategic Basing 81). Initial setbacks during World War II—such
as a “Battle of the Atlantic” with German submarines—pushed the thinking of American
strategists towards seeing a “comprehensive system of access” around the Pacific and the
Atlantic as a necessity. These World War II setbacks inspired a more aggressive policy
towards base acquisition immediately after the war (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 80-81).
Although these events since 1898 were crucial in setting the stage for the American presence
in the world, the early post-World War II years are seen as the “formative period” in which
the American basing structures emerged. While weaponry, strategy and political context
changed during and after these formative years, the “fundamental roles” of the American
military presence in Europe remained the same until the end of the Cold War (Duke and
Krieger 4). Overall, Duke and Krieger’s collection of data on basing in Europe demonstrates
the vast influence that the United States had in European affairs, on a global, national but also
a regional scale since 1945.
This vast influence was extended in 1949, with the signing of the Treaty of
Washington which established the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. According to
Lawrence Kaplan, the establishment of NATO can be seen as “as sharp a break with
[American] isolationism as any diplomat could imagine” (NATO and the US 1). That it was an
even sharper break with isolationism than the involvement in World War II is illustrated by
3

In which it acquired the Hawaiian Islands, Guam, Puerto Rico and the Philippines, as well as—temporarily—
Cuba (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 80).
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Truman’s statement that, with the signing of the treaty, the United States would “actively
[emphasis added] striv[e] to promote and preserve peace throughout the world” (“United
States and NATO”). Although the Truman administration was initially hesitant to let go of
this long political tradition, events on the international stage in 1948—namely the Czech
coup, Communist threats in Italy and Norway, and the Soviet Union blockade of western
access to occupied Berlin—pushed the United States out of isolationism and towards the
Truman Doctrine, with its goal to contain Communism (Kaplan, NATO and the US 1-12). The
structure of NATO—which had until this point been a mainly political alliance—was
reorganized, and more American troops were deployed to Western Europe. The U.S.
established bases on the European continent, most notably large permanent garrisons in
Germany (Lord 2). The United States was now “fully entangled in the defense of Europe”
(Kaplan, NATO and the US 27).
With this American entanglement in the defense of Europe came a vast basing
structure. While the U.S. is not the only major power engaged in a global defense posture
through overseas basing, it is, to this day, the most prominent (Harkavy in Lord 10). With the
threat of the Soviet Union looming, its military presence was increased further through
NATO, which gave the U.S. access to a vast array of bases and facilities in the territories of
its allies, most notably Western Europe and specifically in Germany, in order to aid its
mission of containing communism. This widespread basing access enabled the U.S. to
become involved in large and small conflicts globally. While the threat of the Soviet Union
has evaporated, and overseas deployment has decreased, American troops and bases remain in
Western Europe (Lord 2; 17).
After World War II and up to 1950, the initial deployments to Europe were either
occupational, in the case of Germany, Austria and Trieste, or occurred on the territory of
wartime allies, mainly Britain and France, where facilities had not been fully dismantled and
were kept intact in response to the initial ideological confrontation with the Soviet Union. The
primary purpose of these early deployments was to send a political message rather than
effectively defend the Europe that existed west of the iron curtain (Duke and Krieger 2).
American defense planners had not initially envisioned a major military presence in Europe
and assumed that its basing requirements would resemble that of 1944-45. A turning point
was the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, after which began large-scale and semipermanent U.S. military involvement in Europe. By the end of that decade, the global effort to
contain communism shifted to one focused on Western Europe (Duke and Krieger 9).
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In the 1950s and 60s, as the Cold War evolved, so did the functions of the U.S. global
defense structure. These functions can be divided into the categories of “nuclear” and
“conventional” deterrence and “power projection”—categories which often overlap when
looking at individual bases. The category of “power projection” was the overarching term for
the use of military bases for direct military interventions, arms resupply, coercive or
“gunboat” diplomacy and the showing of “presence” (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 96). The
full-size network of U.S. forward basing in Europe did not emerge until the period from 1950
to about 1957. In this period, a substantial number of bases were constructed, and deployment
numbers grew rapidly from roughly 80.000 in 1950 to 350.000 in 1954. From the mid-1950s
onwards, when this American military presence came to include the nuclearization—what
was later to be known as “extended nuclear deterrence”—of western Europe, it became
increasingly controversial and sparked massive and widespread public protests (Duke and
Krieger 2-3). At the same time, since World War I, technological developments helped
decrease the number of bases due to, for example, the development of longer-range aircrafts.
Technical facilities came to supplement the more traditional naval and air bases (Harkavy,
Strategic Basing 95).4
As the United States and the Soviet Union became fully engaged in the global struggle
for influence and access, basing was crucial, for the powers were convinced of the possibility
of a “World War III.” This competition for basing access accelerated after 1955 and, up until
1991, alliances, ideological ties and security assistance determined the patterns which the
power blocks’ basing structures would follow. 5 The global U.S. network of bilateral and
multilateral alliances formed a physical barrier extending around Eurasia from Ireland and
Norway around to Japan.6 This highly permissive and extensive basing access for the United
States was granted in exchange for protection against the perceived Soviet-Sino danger, both
in the form of military expansion and internal subversion (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 94-96).
By the 1960s, NATO had become “sanctified as a symbol for American power”
(Kaplan, NATO and the US 88). Partly because of resistance to this Pax Americana, as it was
often called, during the relatively stable mid 1960s, calls for the demise of NATO increased.
The presence of NATO armed forces and nuclear weapons seemed less necessary than in the
1950s, and Transatlantic tensions heightened: Germany saw the promise of its reunification as
4

These technical facilities fulfilled roles related to communications, space, ballistic missile defense, maritime and
nuclear detection, and intelligence (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 95).
5
After 1991, they came to increasingly follow the pattern of “arcs of crisis” (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 95).
6
These multilateral alliances were NATO, CENTO and SEATO and were supplemented by bilateral agreements
with Japan, and after 1950 South Korea and Taiwan (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 94-96).
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a deceit, France did no longer want to accept a subordinate status to the United States and its
“special partner” Britain was conflicted about the Kennedy-McNamara “military machine”
due to national pressures (Kaplan, NATO and the US 86-87). In the United States, too, NATO
was regarded no longer as much of an asset now that Europe had revived from its World War
II demolition (Kaplan, NATO and the US 86-87). The Vietnam War helped foster the idea that
NATO in the 60s was a symbol of American economic and military supremacy. Moreover, it
was argued by some, especially Marxists and the “new revisionists”, that the Alliance
threatened American domestic liberty and global peace as “the military-industrial elite
assumed control of the global economy” (Kaplan, NATO and the US 88).
Yet, NATO survived even France’s departure in 1966, for the continuities in the
geopolitical situation were more dominant than the changes. The French withdrawal stemmed
from, among other tensions, the fear that the United States would not put American cities at
risk in order to protect the European NATO countries. Rather than harming the Alliance, as
some feared, the French withdrawal strengthened the alliance’s cohesiveness (Duke and
Krieger 3). As Kaplan puts it, what the Alliance experienced in the 1960s was more a
temporary “malaise” than a “crisis” (NATO and the US 89). Indeed, NATO’s endurance was
challenged by complications from the inside but, paradoxically, strengthened by continuing
external Cold War insecurity and instability. The dominant thought which kept the Alliance
strong, was, as famously worded by Winston Churchill: “there is only one thing worse than
fighting with allies, and that is fighting without them” (in Kaplan, NATO and the US 89).
Global contexts are key in understanding the history of U.S. and NATO basing during
this period, for there was not one “grand strategy” but rather, decisions were made on an ad
hoc basis, responding to national and international developments throughout the unfolding of
the conflict (Duke and Krieger 9). Each host country had custom-made basing agreements
which took into account the relationship it had with the U.S., as well as the specific country’s
needs. The United States and Britain, for example, had a long-standing special relationship
that allowed for the most informal agreements. Germany also poses a special, but very
different, case, for the U.S. military presence there was due to its post-War occupation (Duke
and Krieger 10). In the decade following France’s withdrawal, American influence in NATO
declined, as did the quantity and quality of American deployment in Europe, as a result of the
onset of the Vietnam War. Two wars in the Middle East in 1967 and 1973, proved to
Americans the value of having massively moved troops to the new “centers of crisis” that
were forming (Duke and Krieger 3).
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These geopolitical contexts had local ramifications. Because of the French departure,
a new location for Allied Forces Central Europe (AFCENT), which was formerly located in
the French Fontainebleau, had to be found. In the province of Zuid-Limburg, in the south of
the Netherlands, the coal mines were no longer sufficiently profitable, and the Dutch
government decided to close the mines. In order to alleviate the economic and social effects
of the closure, the government embarked on an ambitious redevelopment program for the
former Eastern Mining Region. In October 1966, it was announced that Allied Forces Central
Europe (AFCENT), a NATO military command, would move to Brunssum, Zuid-Limburg. In
1967, the AFCENT International School opened with over a thousand students and staff from
Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States. The AFCENT Community
Services Shopping Centre, a swimming pool, a sports field and other facilities were opened in
the following months (“Newcomers’ Guide HQ JFCBS” 10-12).
For some people, AFCENT came to represent a “piece” of the wider “puzzle” of what
was perceived as the “militarization” of Zuid-Limburg and the surrounding areas. Later, the
AWACS stationed at Geilenkirchen were to represent another piece of this puzzle. This shows
that the influence of national and international contexts on American strategy also works vice
versa: the presence of American forces impacted host countries at different levels. A clear,
physical impact would mostly be confined to the regional, for bases were often tucked away
in remote parts of the country (Duke and Krieger 6).7 As the case of Geilenkirchen Air Base
will demonstrate, in order to, then, put on the map negative impacts that surrounding
communities in these remote places may experience, people had to organize collective
protests. With these protests they could let their voice be heard regionally and gradually let
the issue “move up the ladder” of government to ultimately push their governments to put
their issues on the map internationally as well. Before we turn to these local ramifications, we
will further explore the global contexts that need to be sketched in order to understand the
environment in which the AWACS operate and the resistance against them took shape.
1.3. A New Role and New Challenges for NATO After 9/11
I have sought to highlight how the North Atlantic Treaty Alliance helped establish
political ties between the United States and Europe, while at the same time enabling a more
tangible and visible American “presence” in the form of bases. In order to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the strategic thinking which shapes the functions of the
7

“Remote” is relative here, for the Netherlands and Western Germany are becoming increasingly densely
populated (“Population and Population Change Statistics”).
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AWACS stationed at Geilenkirchen Air Base, we need to understand how NATO’s strategic
thinking has changed over the years, along with changing global security contexts. Moreover,
in order to understand how NATO’s legitimacy might be perceived in the area around
Geilenkirchen, we must first look at how NATO itself has grappled with its legitimacy, or
“raisons d’etre,” in the new “hybrid security threat” environment. As I will show, it has
become more challenging for the Alliance to convey a consistent story about its new role in
the world, due to new—or re-emerged—external and internal conflicts that are less clear-cut
than the bipolar Cold War.
Since NATO’s birth in 1949, there have been three distinguishable periods in its strategic
thinking: The Cold War period, the immediate post-Cold War period and the security
environment since 9/11 (“Strategic Concepts”). From 1949 to 1991, NATO’s strategic focus
has been defense and deterrence.8 After 1991, a broader approach, in which cooperation and
security complemented the concepts of deterrence and defense, was deemed necessary to
adapt to the post-Cold War security environment, as the former Warsaw Pact nations sought
membership.9 After 9/11, greater attention and resources were aimed at the global fight
against terrorism and weapons of mass destruction, and, as a result, troops were deployed
outside of the Euro-Atlantic area, as well. The U.S.-declared “War on Terrorism” fostered “a
brief spirit of unity” among the members of the Alliance as Article 5 of the Washington
Treaty—an attack against one Ally is an attack against all Allies—was invoked for the first
time since its founding (Kaplan, NATO Divided ix; Rupp 1).10
A brief moment of unity, because the support that the Allies expressed after 9/11 was
“genuine and tangible”: The German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder declared the attacks “a
declaration of war on the free world”; French newspaper Le Monde’s headline declared “We
are all Americans” (in Rupp 1). These sentiments reflected public opinion in Europe, which
largely endorsed a military response (Rupp 1). The assistance that followed was more
symbolic than military as NATO dispatched five AWACS, crewed by 800 men and women
from thirteen member states, to patrol the Atlantic coast. In doing so, the AWACS
represented a show of Europe’s support and boosted American morale (Kaplan, NATO
Divided 2-5; Rupp 1). NATO member states also individually aided the U.S. in attacks
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With an emphasis on dialogue and détente in the last two decades of the Cold War-period (“Strategic
Concepts”).
9
The collective defense treaty between the Soviet Union and seven Eastern Bloc satellite states of Central and
Eastern Europe (Kaplan, NATO Divided ix).
10
Brief is a key word here: in the absence of a traditional enemy such as the Soviet Union, tensions within the
Alliance re-emerged quickly (Kaplan, NATO Divided ix).
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against Al Qaeda and the Taliban government of Afghanistan. After the Taliban lost the
capital Kabul late fall 2001, NATO governments continued deployments to engage in combat
missions and peace enforcement operations (Rupp 2).
In the post-9/11 world, modern hybrid threats such as energy security and cyberattacks have emerged, further complicating the current security environment in which NATO
must find a clearly defined strategy which the people of the member states can grasp
(“Strategic Concepts”). Along with a changing environment came changes to NATO’s
strategic approach, which is reflected in its “strategic concepts” (“Strategic Concepts”).11
Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, NATO indeed has been searching for new
“raisons d’etre” (Kaplan, NATO Divided ix). The current Strategic Concept (since 2010) is
called “Active Engagement, Modern Defense.” It identifies contemporary NATO as “a unique
community of values committed to the principles of individual liberty, democracy, human
rights and the rule of law” (“Strategic Concepts”). The core tasks that come with this identity
are collective defense, crisis management and cooperative security (“Strategic Concepts”).
The external threats that the document recognizes are “the proliferation of ballistic missiles
and nuclear weapons, terrorism, cyber-attacks and fundamental environmental problems”
(“Strategic Concepts”).
Besides the emergence of these new complex and diverse threats to global security there
are also new internal challenges to the Alliance (Boekestijn, et al. 6). In a The Economist
interview on November 7, 2019, French President Emmanuel Macron controversially
declared that NATO was suffering from “brain death”, for he saw that the United States under
the presidency of Donald Trump was turning its back on Europe—referring to the fact that the
Trump administration increasingly employs unilateral action in foreign policy. Angela
Merkel, Chancellor of Germany, denounced the remarks and stated that NATO remains vital
to European security. Mike Pompeo, US Secretary of State, too, reaffirmed NATO’s necessity
by stating “NATO remains an important, critical, perhaps historically one of the most critical
strategic partnerships in all of recorded history” (Erlanger). The statements about the future of
NATO cast a shadow over the alliance’s 70th anniversary, for which member state leaders
gathered in London for an abbreviated summit meeting on December 3th and 4th. At the
summit, which was already overshadowed by internal conflicts over a bitter struggle between
Turkey and France, as well as the continuing debate over the 2 percent defense spending
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The Strategic Concepts are official documents outlining the Alliance’s “purpose and nature”; its “fundamental
security tasks” and how its military forces must adapt to these new tasks at hand (“Strategic Concepts”).
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threshold not being met by some member countries, President Trump called Macron’s
statements “very disrespectful” towards the other members (“Nato Summit: Trump Blasts
Macron”; Rogers and Karni). These public comments by leaders on both sides of the Atlantic
reinvigorated a public debate that has been quietly simmering since after the Cold War: do we
still need NATO? Should Europe still largely rely on American military support? And, if the
heads of member states are publicly bickering over the future of the Alliance, how should
their constituents believe in its necessity?
Since the election of President Donald Trump in 2016, the position of the United
States, still the political and military “backbone” of the Alliance, has become more
ambiguous. Another internal threat poses the relations with NATO member Turkey, which
have become more tense as President Erdogan increasingly disregards NATO Allies. The
departure of the United Kingdom from the European Union as a result of the Brexit
referendum, too, is a significant loss for the EU's position in the world. Overall, the Alliance’s
priorities are regarded differently among the European Allies, depending largely on their
respective geopolitical locations. While the Baltic states and Poland fear Russian expansion,
parts of the governments in countries such as Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey sympathize with
Russia. Southern European countries, on the other hand, are particularly concerned about the
security risks that originate in the approximate Middle East and Northern Africa. These
current tensions, once again, seriously test the cohesion within the Treaty Organization
(Boekestijn et al. 6). While NATO has experienced membership enlargement; has ongoing
operations in Afghanistan, Kosovo and the Mediterranean; has established a “rapid reaction
force”; and, of course, has existed for 70 years now, the post-Cold War security environment
has not fully been able to unify its members through a common purpose (“Operations and
Missions”; Rupp 3). Nonetheless, NATO remains to this day the “essential vehicle through
which the West must coordinate and execute joint military operations” (Rupp 2-3).
Perhaps, then, NATO is suffering from a crisis of leadership, rather than a crisis of public
support; two thirds of Europeans, and three in four Americans still believe in the Alliance.
While allies are unsure about the American commitment, and the “political jousting” between
American and European leaders is eagerly reported by the media, no country has actually
canceled its “NATO insurance” (De Wijk). Despite this high degree of public support, NATO
worries about its credibility in the public mind or “soft power” and is continuously concerning
itself with “selling” the NATO story. Between member states, attitudes towards NATO differ
depending on their proximity to conflict, and defense spending in general. In the Netherlands,
“securely’ sandwiched between Germany, the United Kingdom and France, “security
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threats”—with the exception of terrorism and cyber-attacks—may seem a distant concept.
Geilenkirchen Air Base, too, is located far from areas currently engaged in military conflict.
Meanwhile, there are small countries on the unstable edges of Europe eagerly waiting to
become a NATO-member (Brouwers).
With these internal divisions over NATO’s priorities and less clear-cut threats, it
becomes more challenging to tell a consistent story of what NATO’s current necessity and
role in the world is. Philip Seib, professor of journalism, public diplomacy and international
relations, connects this to the concept of “soft power.” As NATO has been a “bastion of hard
power” during the Cold War, and still is a “manifestation of Western muscle,” it is not its
power to coerce that is increasingly under question, but its power to convince (Seib). It is
clear that NATO, too, recognizes this necessity of tools to exercise soft power, as it held a
conference in Brussels on “The Power of Soft Power” in 2012. During this conference, Indra
Adnan, founder of the “Soft Power Network,” explained that the contemporary geopolitical
environment is different from the one immediately post-Cold War. The status quo of the time
put the United States on top of the “pecking order,” followed by its close allies in Europe.
Even in Russia, the American cultural hegemony with its symbols of Hollywood, McDonald’s
and an English-dominated media environment was unchallenged. Soft power was a
complement to the United States’ unchallenged hard power, a “slower way” to influence the
world’s decision-making processes. It painted a black-and-white picture of the world in which
the United States was the “winner” versus the “losers” or the “good” versus the “evil” of the
non-Western world (Adnan).
This picture is now challenged due to a multitude of global changes. Overall, the idea of
an American hegemony is increasingly under scrutiny. Because of globalization, people
increasingly have access to other cultures, which has rendered a picture of the “good West”
versus the “evil Rest” more difficult to sell. Painting a picture of NATO as “beacon of hard
power,” and representing “heroism, masculinity and violence” will therefore no longer be
sufficient in acquiring people’s support for sending troops into conflict zones. New storylines
must be created and spread that tells the NATO story in terms of a “common desire for peace”
in an increasingly interdependent world. A story of alliances and friendships, which comes
with new roles for women, as well as of diminishing violence and moving away from armed
conflict (Adnan).
One might wonder why a hard-power organization as NATO needs soft power in the
first place, as it may seem that decisions on NATO-level are the mere business of military and
political leaders. It is increasingly recognized, however, that public opinion can put pressure
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on their representatives (Adnan). While NATO does have a public diplomacy department, it
needs to fully grasp the possibilities of the new digital technology environment. It must
employ these channels to convince, through soft power, that its hard power tools are still
relevant in the contemporary security environment, and that these tools are means of
protecting people beyond the Euro-Atlantic area rather than of attacking them (Seib). We will
see in chapter 4 that the public affairs office at Geilenkirchen Air Base is following this
advice, but that it is difficult to convince people of the necessity of NATO’s involvement in
conflict far from home, when it leads to noise nuisance in and around their home.
1.4. The Global Defense Posture After 9/11: Light, Responsive Forces
The post-9/11 security environment came with a transformation of the global defense
posture by the Pentagon under Donald Rumsfeld, Secretary of Defense during the presidency
of George W. Bush. While basing strategies in the past were conducted from the viewpoint of
traditional major power warfare, the new security threats that emerged were more complex,
irregular and potentially catastrophic and therefore asked for a different approach. Rather than
being expected to fight where stationed, a new flexibility is asked of American as well as
NATO forces, who are expected to mobilize quickly to any place in the world (Lord 4).
Basing today is not about the stationing of forces in a certain place, but rather about creating a
network of intelligence, warning as well as command, control and communications
technologies (Lord 3). This re-definition of the United States’ global defense posture is in line
with NATO’s transformation goals, for the rapidly deployable American forces will continue
to train alongside forces from other NATO member states to improve interoperability (Lord
45).
During the Cold War, European nations provided the United States access mainly in
order to gain protection against Soviet aggression. This relationship was often described using
the term “extended deterrence” (Harkavy in Lord 22). This still might be applicable in some
cases, for example in the case of basing access in Europe in relation to a possibly resurgent
Russia. Additionally, some nations may see an American presence as a deterrent for terrorist
attacks (in Lord -22-23). The present and future security environment is more ambiguous, and
so are alliance relationships themselves. There is no longer a clearly defined bipolar struggle
with an ideological underpinning, but rather a multi-layered and fluid threat environment with
a relative power competition between the United States and China. Meanwhile, the European
Union and Russia are also increasingly entering the global stage (Harkavy in Lord 18).
Harkavy describes this as a shift to “a degree of unipolarity,” in which the United States is
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still the biggest influence on the global defense posture, combined with “asymmetric
multipolarity”.12 Harkavy argues that the identities of “friends” versus “foes” are no longer
clear-cut, and alliances may shift quickly as they are now based on shorter term expedience
and “balance-of-power” considerations rather than long-term stable alliances (Harkavy in
Lord 23). However, even though it is experiencing internal tensions, the continuing
persistence of NATO seems to defy this argument. Nonetheless, as political relationships can
shift quickly in the hybrid threat environment, future basing access for the United States has
become less secure. Nuclear proliferation remains critical, as new nations gaining access to
nuclear arms is not an unlikely scenario (Harkavy in Lord 19-23).
How does this affect the locations of military bases? During the Cold War, the United
States’ global defense posture followed the pattern of “heartland” versus “rimland,”
configured around the Sino-Soviet bloc. In the new geopolitical security environment with a
new emphasis on acquiring oil, nuclear proliferation and fighting terrorism, bases are, instead,
becoming increasingly configured around intersecting “arcs of crisis”, from North Africa to
South Asia, and from the Horn of Africa to Central Asia. While the previous “rimland” basing
structure is partly maintained—hence, the location of Geilenkirchen Air Base—access to
territories surrounding these “arcs of crisis” is becoming increasingly important, notably
Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, Central Asia, the Horn of Africa and the Sahel south of the
Sahara Desert (Harkavy in Lord 14-15). Although some Western European bases remain, a
major drawdown of Cold War-era bases followed, mainly in Germany (Harkavy in Lord 21).
In order to deal with this new fluid and complex security and political environment the
United States and NATO have been reshaping their military strategy, which emphasizes the
necessity of smaller, lighter and more flexible forces, as opposed to its Cold War “heavy”
forces stationed where they were expected to fight. This is not just strategy-based, but also
based on comparative costs, the necessity to retain military personnel and their families, and
the intention to decrease the intrusiveness of the American presence and the infringement on
nations’ sovereignty abroad (Harkavy in Lord 19-20). This is translated to its basing structure
by moving towards having a limited number of “main operating bases”, the most “heavy”
kind of base with permanently stationed forces and a robust infrastructure, and rather move
towards the “lighter” “forward operating site”, often called “lily pads” (Harkavy in Lord 2021).
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Lord identifies these “poles” within this multipolarity as being the United States, the European Union, Russia,
China, Japan, India, and, perhaps, a “nascent radical “Islamic world”” (in Lord 23).
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The structural changes in NATO after 9/11 affected the area of Zuid-Limburg in the
South of the Netherlands near Geilenkirchen Air Base, as well. The NATO Response Force
(NRF)—" a highly ready and technologically advanced, multinational force” –was introduced
at the Prague Summit in November 2002 with a statement by General James Jones, NATO’s
Supreme Allied Commander Europe at the time:
“NATO will no longer have the large, massed units that were necessary for the Cold
War, but will have agile and capable forces at Graduated Readiness levels that will
better prepare the Alliance to meet any threat that it is likely to face in this 21st
Century.” (“Newscomer’s Guide HQ JFCBS” 14)
The command of this multinational force became shared between Brunssum, Zuid-Limburg,
and Naples. As it was decided that NATO’s operational headquarters would no longer be tied
to regional areas, Allied Forces Central Europe (AFCENT) in Brunssum changed its name to
Headquarters Allied Joint Force Command (JFC) in 2012 and came to represent about 25
Alliance members within its staff (“Newscomer’s Guide HQ JFCBS” 15). As I will now seek
to demonstrate, the AWACS, stationed in nearby Geilenkirchen, also play a significant role in
this current military strategy, as the system provides NATO with airborne surveillance and
command, control and communications—aspects of NATO’s military strategy that are
increasingly emphasized as part of its strategic concepts in the post-9/11 security
environment.
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Figure 2. A map showing the location of JFC Brunssum (formerly AFCENT), the runway of Airbase
Geilenkirchen, and the areas affected by noise on the Dutch side of the border—Brunssum and Schinveld
(municipality of Onderbanken/Beekdaelen). Source: Google Maps

2. Strategic and Political Significance of AWACS and Transnational Resistance
Against “Militarization”
In the previous chapter, I have sought to demonstrate how NATO can be seen as an
extension of the American presence in Western Europe. Moreover, I have shown how the
Alliance is trying to grapple with its new role in the world alongside internal and external
threats to its existence. I have also highlighted how such internal divisions are not merely a
contemporary issue but have existed throughout its history, with the French departure from
the Alliance as a prime example. Apart from internal divisions, the previous chapter also
highlighted how the external threats which NATO encounters have evolved from a well-
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defined bipolar struggle into more hybrid, complex threats. How the AWACS fit into this
contemporary security environment will be further investigated in this chapter. Apart from its
strategic function, it will explain the political significance of the AWACS-purchase and show
that this costly collective purchase represented a “burden-sharing breakthrough.” This chapter
will also, in turn, show how the issue of noise nuisance associated with the AWACS fleet was
addressed early on in the multinational decision-making process, but that the economic profits
associated with hosting a nearby air base, together with the concession of being allowed to
host another NATO office in the area, trumped those concerns. The last two sub-chapters will
show that such top-down decision-making may spark great resistance, with the wide-scale
protests against hosting nuclear weapons in Western Europe as a clear example. Such
movements have not been without influence, and the resistance against the environmental
effects of a military presence, together with heightened concerns about global warming, has
led the global defense establishment to increasingly recognize the tensions that may exist
between the military and the environment.
2.1. Strategic Significance: Why Does NATO Employ AWACS?
Previous to the AWACS-purchase, NATO employed ground-based radar surveillance
and control sites built in the 1960s for air defense, which could not keep up with aircraft
flying at low altitude such as the AWACS. It was not until 1970, when the Soviet Union
began producing attack aircraft with a low-level attack capability, that NATO military
advisors became alarmed of those shortcomings. After five years of advocacy by these
military experts, finally, defense ministers of the member states took AWACS into
consideration (Tessmer 5-6). The first E-3A aircraft arrived in February 1982 and in June that
year the Component was officially activated (Landrum & Brown ES-2).13 The NAEW&C is
still the only multinational air force component of NATO (Landrum & Brown 6).
American experiences during operations in North Vietnam led to the development of a
new USAF Airborne Warning and Control with four-engine Boeing 707 aircraft in the 1970s,
equipped with a large rotating radar on the back.14 With this new AWACS fleet, the U.S. Air
Force was provided with a long-distance look-down radar image of low-altitude targets that
went far beyond that of ground-based radars (van Harmelen and Hop 251-252). Following the
13

The entire fleet was delivered in May 1985 and the Component reached official “full operational deployment”
at the end of 1988 (Landrum & Brown ES-2).
14
The AWACS fleet was developed by the United States, which gained experience with EC-121 radar aircraft
during their air operations above North Vietnam, with which it could not only be warned against enemy fighters
(early warning) but also centrally guide attack operations (control) (van Harmelen and Hop 251-252).
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United States, twelve NATO allies, including Germany and the Netherlands, after lengthy
discussions in 1977 concluded that there was also a need in the NATO context for flying radar
stations and that the purchase of such a costly system was possible only through a joint
approach.15 These countries then established the NATO Airborne Early Warning & Control
Program Management Organization (NAPMO) with the NAEW&C Program Management
Agency (NAPMA) as executive agency, established in Brunssum. NATO’s AWACS main
operating base was to be located in Geilenkirchen, Germany (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 102103).16
NATO’s AWACS fleet was to be part of its strategic concept of “Integrated Air
Defense,” specifically its “Air Defense Ground Environment” (NADGE), a system of radar
and combat command stations from the North Cape in Norway to Eastern Turkey. While
during the Cold War, the NAEW&C was employed mainly to protect against Soviet threats
from the air, since the 1990s the AWACS fleet’s missions are related to crisis management
and peace support operations (van Harmelen and Hop 251). The original main tasks of the
NAEW&C during the Cold War included early warning of Warsaw Pact operations, by
compiling an image of the airspace behind the Iron Curtain for the NADGE ground stations
and command stations. A second main task was the control of interceptor aircraft with the
help of the on-board combat leaders. 17 A change in the range of duties was announced in
1986 after the US air strikes in Libya - the AWACS were involved in monitoring the airspace
above the central Mediterranean (van Harmelen and Hop 255).
Past operations of NATO’s AWACS took place in Iraq, Libya, the Balkans, the United
States, and Afghanistan. In 1990-1991, the Component was deployed during the Gulf Crisis;
“the first and most demanding ‘real world’ test of the E-3A Component’s mission capability”
(“Past Operations”). According to the NAEW&C, their mission was to “strictly observe and
not to become actively involved” (“Past Operations”). According to the Component
Commander at the time, the mission and the Component itself were a “unique example” that
“the way of the future in the Alliance is more mobile, flexible, and multi-national forces”
(“Past Missions”). In 2003, the AWACS were employed to defend Turkey’s “territorial
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The intended system was to consist of an air and a ground component, both integrated into the existing NADGE
system (van Harmelen and Hop 252-253).
16
Trapani in Italy, Konya in Turkey and Ørland in Norway were also employed as forward operating bases for the
AWACS (Harkavy, Strategic Basing 102-103).
17
Interceptor aircraft are fighter aircraft designed for defense against an attacking enemy aircraft. The AWACS
were meant to help guide these interceptors to an airborne target (“Fighter Aircraft”).
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integrity” as the nation invoked Article 4 of the Washington Treaty.18 The Component
provided air surveillance and early warning and was deployed to the Forward Operating Base
Konya in Turkey (“Past Missions”).
In Libya, the AWACS were deployed in 1992 and 2011 to enforce the air embargo
placed on Libya by the United Nations Security Council in response to the Pan Am Flight 103
terrorist bombing in 1988 (“Past Missions”). In the Balkans, “the most comprehensive
operation in NATO AWACS’ past,” the aircraft were deployed from 1992 to 2004 for the first
mission supporting UN peacekeeping efforts in the former Republic of Yugoslavia (“Past
Missions”). As previously mentioned, the AWACS were also deployed in response to the
U.S. invoking Article 5 after the attacks on September 11, 2001. Five NATO AWACS
patrolled the American sky for over seven months. For the first time, NATO troops were sent
across the Atlantic for this purpose (“Past Missions”). Part of this counter-terrorism operation
was the surveillance of the Mediterranean from 2009 to 2016. According to the NAEW&C, it
demonstrated the Alliance’s “resolve to help defend and protect against the broad terrorist
threat by using maritime and supporting air capabilities within the Mediterranean area of
operations” (“Past Missions”). The first time the Component was stationed in a crisis area
outside of NATO territory was in Afghanistan from 2011 to 2014 (“Past Missions”).19
The current missions of the NAEW&C show that it has adapted to the contemporary
security environment and NATO’s current Strategic Concepts, as they are related mainly to
countering terrorism and crisis management. Its overall current mission statement is to:
“Deliver ready, responsive Airborne Early Warning, Battle Management and
Command and Control capability to operational commanders.” (“Mission”)
These current operations take place in Turkey, from inside which the AWACS can monitor
airspace in Iraq and Syria in support to the Counter ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant) Coalition. To enhance counter-terrorism capabilities at sea, the AWACS patrols the
Mediterranean (“Current Operations”). Moreover, in response to the Ukraine and Crimea
crisis, the AWACS orbit over Poland and Romania as well as the Baltics and Turkey to
protect NATO’s Eastern Flank (“Current Operations”).
2.2. Political Meaning: AWACS as “Burden-sharing Breakthrough”

18

Article 4 states that any NATO member may request military assistance if it feels its territorial integrity is
threatened by situations in non-NATO countries. It was the first time that the Article was invoked (“Past
Missions”).
19
The Component was tasked with providing air command and control, communications relay and radar
coverage in the Afghan airspace, as well as air-to-air refueling (“Past Missions”).
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Apart from its practical implications, the AWACS-purchase also represents a
commitment to collective defense from the NATO Allies. The necessity of the AWACSpurchase was not under question by NATO leaders in early 1970s, it was the issue of
affordability that was under debate: the AWACS cost $75 million per system, which made the
total amount to about $2 billion, a price no member state could afford on its own. The
AWACS were to be bought collectively; a purchase of a magnitude unprecedented within
NATO’s history. Therefore, its priority over other purchases as well as the distribution of the
costs was contemplated for about a decade and more intensely debated for two years until it
was finally agreed upon in a final meeting in December 1978—A breakthrough in NATO’s
30-years history (Tessmer xi). The debates show that the question of the AWACS-purchase
was not just a military but also a highly politicized issue and an example of how the NATO
burden-sharing debate can play out on specific issues. It also shows how such a collective
purchase pushes to the foreground issues and needs of certain nations and the necessity of the
“politics of compromise,” which fits into the larger political history of the Alliance. As
Tessmer puts it: “It demonstrates quite clearly … how important decisions can be taken, or
not taken, for reasons quite irrelevant to the merits of the issue” (xiv). Noise pollution was
one of such reasons, but, in the end, compromised by the promised economic benefits for the
local communities.
The AWACS-purchase would present a test of political solidarity and, thus, if the
nations would be unable to agree on the purchase, it would carry great political meaning. On
top of the political significance of a breakthrough in burden-sharing, the AWACS was a
relatively “safe” purchase in the unstable Cold War times, as opposed to, for example,
improved nuclear weapons on European soil (Tessmer xiii). Nonetheless, this potential
collective purchase enjoyed some scrutiny because the USAF AWACS that had been
deployed to Saudi Arabia during the Iran-Iraq conflict, had been highly controversial
throughout the 1970s and 80s. According to Tessmer, they represented the “modern-day
equivalent of Theodore Roosevelt’s ‘Great White Fleet’” (xiv).20 This controversy played out
first in U.S. Congress, where especially Liberal Democrats rejected the program, as they
foreshadowed how their own legislatures would respond to its acquisition. It demonstrated
how “value” was a matter of perspective. Even the fact that a priority status was given to the
purchase by NATO’s Military Committee was not sufficient; while the Military Committee is
20

The “Great White Fleet” was a name given to powerful United States battleships which made a journey around
the world in 1907-1909. Besides its purpose of making friendly visits to some countries, it was also a way of
displaying U.S. military power to the world (“The Great White Fleet”).
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primarily concerned with questions of military necessity, elected officials look at the issue of
budget and politics, both influenced by their national contexts (Tessmer 4-5).
When defense ministers rejected the June 1976 proposal for the purchase of 32
AWACS aircraft, the United States increased efforts to promote the program among both its
national leaders and those of the other NATO nations, through what Tessmer describes as
“horse-trading” and “the polite arm twisting that had punctuated America’s relations with
Europe for more than a decade” (9). The effort was led mostly by the U.S. Air Force, which
sought to build support in the national defense establishments to which the countries’ political
leaders would turn for military-benefit assessments. Along with this, American Ambassadors
were instructed to convey the message to European Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Defense
that the U.S. government as a whole strongly supported the AWACS-purchase. This political
campaign emphasized the AWACS purchase as an important sign of political solidarity
among NATO nations (Tessmer 12).
While the Netherlands was previously unenthusiastic about both the costs and the
relative necessity of the expensive program, this American “sales campaign” helped turn the
Dutch leaders around through providing an analytical study of the “relative cost superiority”
of the program in the defense of the air above European soil. The Netherlands was a
significant ally in fostering support and became the unofficial leader of the nations that were
to have a “minor share” in the purchase (Tessmer 11-12). The campaign proved unable,
however, to warm up the Federal Republic of Germany, Belgium and Italy within the
necessary timeframe. By October 1976, a second proposal had been drafted in which costs
had been significantly reduced, but cost-sharing remained an issue and the burden-sharing
formulas normally applied by NATO were rejected. The distribution of the shares between the
group that would enjoy the most economic and technological transfer benefits—Canada,
Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States—was under debate.21 Minister of
Defense Henk Vredeling, on the other hand, expressed strong support from the Netherlands
(Tessmer 17). Another meeting was planned in early January the next year to re-examine the
financial distribution, followed shortly by a meeting of Defense Ministers to discuss national
endorsement (Tessmer 18).
Tessmer argues that the American sales campaign proved to be a “double-edged
sword” (27). Because it argued so strongly for the program, it was also often looked upon for
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The cost shares of the U.K. and the U.S. were deemed too low relative to the value that the AWACS presented
to them, and Germany’s share of the costs relative to the benefits too high (Tessmer 13-14).
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concessions in favor of the other nations (Tessmer 28-29).22 It led Dutch regional newspaper
Nieuwsblad van het Noorden to argue in July 1978 that the AWACS-purchase was “forced
upon Europe by the United States” (“AWAC’s Project Werd Europa Door Amerika
Opgedrongen”). Despite American concessions, the Federal Republic of Germany regarded
its relative financial burden unacceptable (Tessmer 28-29). The United Kingdom withdrew its
commitment to the program due to public pressures and a hostile political and economic
climate (35; 43-44).23 The high economic benefits that would have gone to the U.K. could
now be distributed among the other nations, which was beneficial to the Federal Republic of
Germany. It boosted AWACS’ overall political and economic value. The success of the
program now depended on Germany’s support, as well as on the minor-share’s support, which
seemed less difficult to achieve (Tessmer 46-47; 56). While it was generally highly supportive
of the program, the Netherlands did raise some issues related to local economic benefits and
the noise nuisance related to an airbase. As we will see, the former was deemed sufficient
compromise for the latter, at least for the Dutch leaders at the time.
2.3. An International Agreement with National and Local Conditions: How the
AWACS Came to Geilenkirchen
One of the core conditions for Germany’s support for the program was hosting the
component’s main operating base (Tessmer 59). The Netherlands, too, had proposed a
location for the base on their soil, but the nation did not veto the consensus decision to locate
it in Germany instead. Military locations in NATO are often a delicate decision: while
political representatives often state that these decisions should be dictated by military
requirements, those of a political and economic nature often play an important role as well. In
the case of the AWACS, the military requirements of the main operating base were not clear-
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One of those concessions was that the United States government waived any pre-payment of termination
liability, which states that if a nation causes a material breach and the contract is terminated as a result, it can
be held responsible for payment. Moreover, those governments with greater financial flexibility were to pay
their shares early, while those with national economic problems were allowed to pay their share later. Another
issue raised by the European nations was how costly doing business with U.S. government was, due to, for
example, tariffs imposed by the Arms Export Control Act. Doing such costly business with the U.S. was also seen
as a small hit to national sovereignty, as American agencies could audit European subcontractors’ books. Overall,
the European nations argued that these business arrangements were inappropriate for such an unprecedented
collaborative effort as the AWACS purchase (Tessmer 26-27).
23
The U.K. did pledge its Nimrod AEW3 early warning system as a form of non-monetary “payment” that was to
be fully interoperable—which meant, able to exchange surveillance data—with NATO’s AWACS. The proposal on
the table had to be restructured and now called for a mixed force of 11 British Nimrods and 18 NATO AWACS
(43-44).
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cut, and therefore the political decision was left to the NATO Council. Defense ministers
eventually accepted the German location for the base (Tessmer 68).
Business arrangements, too, played an important role in the formation of the AWACS
program and as such became highly politicized. Rather than deciding on these issues after the
purchase, some countries used them as conditions for the purchase. The United States waived
asset use and rental charges and eliminated a large sum of surcharges for program
administration by using its Department of Defense as NATO’s contracting agent for
American suppliers and manufacturers (Tessmer 69). Moreover, it must not be overlooked
that the U.S. almost completely unilaterally provided the whole strategic nuclear umbrella for
NATO at the time (Tessmer 70-72). This fact once again highlights how NATO’s military
presence in Europe is, de facto, an extension of American power, and so was, at least in part,
the AWACS program.
During a 21 November 1977 deliberation, broad support for the cost-sharing proposal
was finally achieved. In this proposal, the United States, Canada and the Federal Republic of
Germany together paid 85 percent of the cost of the aircraft (Tessmer 76).24 It was not until 8
March 1978, that a memorandum was signed for a package proposal including both the larger
acquisition costs and the smaller supporting costs. While the proposal was fragile—it could be
rejected or ignored by any government at any time—it seemed remarkable that there was a
consensus proposal. As Tessmer puts it: “Alliance unity, at first little more than a catch phrase
as applied to NATO AWACS, had become over time an important motivating force”
(Tessmer 89). It was also remarkable because thirteen participating governments meant an
equal number of sets of internal pressures and decision-making processes which took time
and compromising efforts (Tessmer 90).
Because the AWACS acquisition had become highly politicized, nations that had
firmly supported it from the start, such as the Netherlands, gained a lesser “deal” by missing
out on accommodations such as “compensation packages” and deferred payments (Tessmer
110). The Dutch, for example, during the financial discussions, saw their share increase by 10
percent due to complaints from other minor-share countries. Moreover, what would later
spark to years of local protests, is that the Dutch did not fight the location of the base in
Geilenkirchen, Germany, even though the planes would thunder over approximately 2,300
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Of this $1,375 million, the US contributed roughly $800 million, Germany paid $590 million and Canada’s share
was $175 million (Tessmer 76).
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Dutch homes in Brunssum and Onderbanken.25 During the last rounds of discussions, the
Netherlands moved to secure an economic benefit after all, by asking to locate the AWACS
Program Office (NAPMA) in Brunssum, on Dutch soil.26 The facility was to be funded half
by Dutch money, half by common funds (Tessmer 110-111).
On 30 November, Permanent Representatives met and decided to sign the Multilateral
Memorandum of Understanding under the condition that it would not be binding for seven
days. During those seven days, defense ministers could withdraw their signature (Tessmer
116-117). Before the Netherlands would sign the Multinational Memorandum of
Understanding, they demanded environmental compensation—alongside the financial
compensation that NAPMA would pose— for the noise pollution that would be created by the
AWACS planes flying over Dutch homes. Dutch Minister of Defense Scholten said the
Netherlands might allow postponement of the noise pollution issue if the Dutch location for
NAPMA was accepted. this location was indeed accepted, the issue was shifted forward to be
discussed during a Defence Planning Committee meeting in May (Tessmer 119-120).27
On the day that the Multilateral Memorandum was to be signed, 5 December, the issue
was discussed further. Scholten argued that the Netherlands was to host the NAPMA because
of the political and economic need to provide the citizens of Zuid-Limburg some visible
benefit from the program. Their homes, located closely to the Dutch side of the border, were
located directly under the noisiest part of the flight pattern from the chosen main operating
base at Geilenkirchen. Even if they agreed on locating the Program Office in Brunssum,
Scholten argued, NATO nations should share the expense of sound-proofing the homes to
comply with Dutch noise pollution standards (Tessmer 124-125).
After more than two years of negotiations, the NATO AWACS program was approved
on 7 December 1978. It did not mark the end, but the beginning of many political decisions or
compromises on the AWACS, pushed by coalition and national politics (Tessmer 141). The
AWACS agreement was undoubtedly imperfect, which later created management difficulties
for the program. National priorities were bended to meet Alliance needs and exceptions were
made to national laws and policies. To sum up, as Tessmer explains it:
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Onderbanken merged on January 1, 2019 with the neighboring municipalities of Nuth and Schinnen to form
the municipality of Beekdaelen. Because it was called Onderbanken for most of the time span of this research, it
will be addressed by its old name.
26
The Belgians resisted, for they wanted to secure the economic benefits by having the office located in Brussels,
but without success (Tessmer 110-111).
27
In the end, the issue was left to AWACS program officials rather than the Council. Three years later, program
officials agreed to provide common funding for noise abatement measures (Tessmer 137-138).
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“Very senior officials in Allied governments agreed to the accommodation over the
protests of staffs and minority elements in legislatures or cabinets. Many of the
aggrieved parties exacted petty retribution while some minority elements insisted on
hamstringing conditions.” (Tessmer 156)
Nevertheless, the AWACS decision shows the importance of the vision of political solidarity
in the North Atlantic Alliance (Tessmer 157). The NATO nations’ military establishments
provided their very best staff to fill the position of aircrew, staff and support staff.
Multinational air crews posed no problem but instead exceeded standards of readiness and
achievement (Tessmer 161-162).

Figure 3. Map showing the distance of Geilenkirchen Air Base to the populated areas in Zuid-Limburg. Source:
Landrum & Brown

2.4. Transnational Resistance to Military Presence in Western Europe
Besides military and economic impact, American and NATO military bases in Europe
also had a significant socio-political and environmental impact which should be taken into
account when studying these compounds. These effects have sparked resistance all over the
world, with different, but significant results. The most wide-scale protests in Europe yet, were
sparked in reaction to NATO’s “dual track decision” in 1979 to deploy intermediate-range
nuclear forces, in response to massive Soviet SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic missile
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deployments. The scale of these anti-nuclear protests in the 1980s surpassed the anti-Vietnam
protests and the 1968 student revolts and were aimed mostly at the danger that the nuclear
weapons represented rather than the American military presence itself. Like the prior protests,
the anti-nuclear movement was related to similar protests in the United States, such as the
1980s “Nuclear Freeze” campaign (Duke and Krieger 3-4).
As part of NATO’s dual track decision, the Netherlands accepted the stationing on its
territory of 48 cruise missiles and Pershing II missiles. Unprecedently large demonstrations
took place in Amsterdam in 1981 and The Hague in 1983. 3.2 million citizens petitioned the
government to reject the nuclear modernization. Even in the Netherlands, where support for
NATO membership and the American security guarantee remained at a high level throughout,
Reagan’s foreign policy measures in the 1980s led to a decline in confidence in their
American security guarantor (Lundestad 201-202). A large peace movement united the Dutch
left and right wing in mobilization against the 1977-8 proposal of the Carter administration to
introduce the “neutron bomb’. These Dutch peace movement included trade unions, fringe
groups and individuals, and was dominated by two organizations linked to Dutch churches,
the Catholic Pax Christi and the Interchurch Peace Council (Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad,
IKV) (Andeweg and Irwin, 254). The Netherlands became the only NATO country to accept
U.S. cruise missiles, but they were never deployed because an arms reduction agreement was
reached shortly thereafter. The peace movement practically disappeared, and the foreign
policy consensus restored (Andeweg and Irwin, 254-55).
The issue had a special salience in Western Germany, for the anti-nuclear protests were
part of a larger and growing debate over its security policy, as it had to reconcile its role in
NATO with its aspiration to conducting Ostpolitik, the normalization of relations with Eastern
Europe and particularly East Germany. There was an overall rise of anti-Western and antiliberal sentiments among the younger postwar generation that did not have the same historical
consciousness of transatlantic cooperation after World War II as their elders had (Boutwell
74). The Peace Movement symbolized both an uneasiness with American security policy and
American society as a model to be followed in Europe. While during the 1950s there was
already a strand of Germans critical of the United States and NATO’s nuclear policies, the
memories of the Marshall Plan were still fresh at the time. By the 1980s, however, the
election of Ronald Reagan and the overall shift towards conservative politics in the United
States, led to a rejection of the American societal model as well. Other issues that contributed
to sparking a German protest movement were hegemonic behavior and an increased defense
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spending of the Reagan administration, the decision the produce neutron warheads and
Reagan’s remarks about limiting a nuclear war to Europe (Boutwell 78-80).
The presence of American forces symbolized the link between the U.S. and its
European allies. To some, this presence represented an undesirable military presence with
overtones of hegemonic behavior. Some anti-base advocates have anti-American, antiestablishment and anti-capitalist sentiments, while others simply resist negative practical
implications of the base itself (Duke and Krieger 11). The opposition in Western Europe
against the deployment of NATO’s “intermediate-range theater nuclear forces” led analysts to
argue that the trans-Atlantic alliance was under threat by European pacifist, neutralist or antiAmerican sentiments, as hundreds of thousands took to the streets to call for disarmament and
withdrawal of American forces on the European continent (Boutwell 72). However, these
movements should not be seen as homogenous groups. As the anthropological examinations
of military bases all over the world in The Bases of Empire show, the movements that protest
the military presence can be connected transnationally. Nonetheless, while motivations, goals
and means of achieving them have strong connections, these movements are at the same time
highly diverse, the issues complex and interconnected, and contexts differ between cases.
Anti-nuclear protests in Europe are connected to anti-militarist sentiments and calls for
transparency from national governments, but also to the practical issues related to the sites
themselves (Lutz 218-242).
This resistance against “militarization” was not confined to Europe, and some of the
global anti-base movements have achieved major successes. The mobilization of local citizens
against a base is often the cause for its closure or for the choice to not employ a base of a
particular mission (Lutz x). Protests in Vieques have successfully led to the removal of the
U.S. navy, and the coming of a new military facility in Okinawa has been blocked. Even
without major successes, all these movements together have helped to literally and
figuratively put the United States’ basing structure and its impact on the map. In the case of
nuclear weapons stored in Europe, for example, many of these storage facilities would have
remained hidden without the millions of people taking to the streets or setting up camp near a
base, thereby highlighting their locations. Overall, argues Lutz, the protests have hindered the
expansion of the U.S. empire (x).
The case studies by various scholars in Lutz’ work highlight that, despite these
differing concerns which may or may not be linked to broader issues, often different social
groups are united against a base. Some groups will employ the base as background for
protesting a larger ideological issue, while some simply protest the practical implications of
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the military presence they experience as a nuisance. Because of different reasons for
resistance within local communities as well as the broader dynamics between the local, and
the global, it is important to study basing structures not just from the top-down, but from the
bottom-up as well. Catherine Lutz’s work presents a strong example of how case studies can
add to an understanding of how the American “empire” plays out on the ground and can be—
depending on the distinct but often parallel local circumstances—connected to a variety of
broader dynamics and transnational social movements at play.
In the case of the anti-AWACS protests, as will be further highlighted in chapter 3 and
4, during the tumultuous transnational anti-nuclear and anti-militarization protests in the
1980s, Geilenkirchen Air Base served as a background to unite members of the transnational
peace movement with local citizens on both sides of the border. As the Cold War wound
down and these movements dissolved, the resistance against the AWACS and Geilenkirchen
Air Base became more localized and focused on the environmental effects. While some may
still connect the issue of the noise generated by the planes to the same pacifist, anti-capitalist,
perhaps even anti-American sentiments, others simply protest the noise and related
environmental issues. Before exploring the specific environmental issues in the area around
Geilenkirchen Air Base further, I will reflect on the tensions between the military and the
environment that may exist and are increasingly recognized by the “defense establishment.”
2.5. Feeling the Presence of a Base: Tensions Between the Mission and the
Environment
The objectives of the military, both at peacetime and wartime, are often at odds with
the natural environment. This has created tensions between the defense establishment and
environmentalists or local communities which experience these negative environmental
consequences (Wilcox 3). The tools of warfare, or remnants of it, have a significant impact on
the environment. Landscapes can be permanently altered, vegetation changed, and both
human and wildlife harmed. During all cycles of the life of weapons, the environment may be
harmed by exhaustion of natural resources, hazardous waste, radiation, fumes and other forms
of pollution (Guruswamy and Grillot 5). Increasingly, society recognizes that protection of the
natural environment should be valued alongside military readiness. Since the 1970s, debates
have been waged on whether and to which extent concepts of (inter)national security should
be broadened beyond the conventional ideas of state security which heavily emphasize
military capabilities (Guruswamy and Grillot 4). It increasingly became recognized by
scholars and government officials that this conventional concept was too narrow in a world
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order that became increasingly interdependent, both economically and environmentally. The
global financial crises have demonstrated how economic issues are not confined within state
borders. The issue of climate change has demonstrated that the same goes for environmental
issues (Guruswamy and Grillot 4).
According to Catherine Lutz, the idea that global security in an age of “global terror”
trumps “lesser” local concerns suggests a “deep-seated militarism” which argues that coping
with the “security” must be prioritized over other forms of danger and security, such as
experienced by the people living near a military base (xii). “Security,” therefore, should be
defined holistically, including military, economic and environmental security. However, there
is not one formula on the best way to balance these aspects, which may adversely influence
each other (Guruswamy and Grillot 3-4). On the one hand, it is in states’ best interest to
increase security through the development of a sufficient military capability. On the other
hand, states seek to preserve their natural environment and resources, which they are also
dependent on for their survival (Guruswamy and Grillot 3).
This tension between environmental and national security issues exist not merely at
wartime, but also at times of relative peace. Military officials would argue that the preparation
for a possible war cannot be fully executed through computer simulations only, as they do not
completely replicate field conditions that may be encountered by the military forces during a
conflict. They will likely argue that environmental restrictions impose on military readiness
(Wilcox vii). While military training is increasingly being restricted and bases closed or
moved to less populous areas, tensions between the mission and the environment remain.
Local community concerns can restrict military activities through complaints, protests and
lawsuits, hereby potentially hindering the military to fully prepare for a potential conflict. Yet,
because security includes both a need to protect the environment and a need to military
preparedness, contemporary society demands that the needs of both be met (Wilcox vii).
The increasing awareness of the importance of environmental security is demonstrated
by NATO efforts to address the issue. Since 1999, NATO, too, recognizes the need for a
broader definition of security which includes “political, economic, social and environmental
factors in addition to the defence dimension” (“Strategic Concepts”). From 2006 to 2008,
workshops in Vienna were organized called “Environmental Aspects of Military
Compounds”, which culminated in three handbooks on environmental aspects during
operations (NATO/SPS Short Term Project 5). Working groups and standing organizations
within NATO, such as the Environmental Protection Working Group, have been put in charge
of maintaining and updating these documents for the best possible preconditions (NATO/SPS
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Short Term Project 8). In June 2014, another workshop took place in Ottowa. The goal of the
workshop was:
“to explore the economical and practical benefits of reducing the energy consumption,
improving energy efficiencies and reducing the waste and environmental footprint of
military compounds in an operational environment.” (“NATO and Partners Discuss
SMC”)
In 2014, the United States Department of Defense, too, recognized that climate change
poses “immediate risks to U.S. national security” (Schewe). The latest report of the United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change stresses that the disruptive effects of
global warming are approaching even faster than predicted (“Global Warming of 1.5 ºC”).
The U.S. forces stationed at home have experienced these effects first-hand, as they were
forced to evacuate Parris Island because of Hurricane Florence and Tyndall Air Force Base
was extremely damaged from Hurricane Michael (Schewe). Identifying climate change as a
security issue can help stir public awareness and political action. The military can play an
important role in this, not only because it is respected by the public, but also due to its
institutional size that allows it to make significant investments in alternative energy sources
and technical developments that can in turn help civilians. Steps have already been taken in
this regard, as the US army has worked with the National Renewable Energy Laboratory to
establish nine military installations that work fully on renewable energy (Schewe).
As I have sought to highlight, in order to understand the broader context in which the
resistance against Geilenkirchen Air Base took place, it is important to understand the global
resistance since the 1980s against different kinds of military “presence”—from bases to
nuclear weapons. These movements have helped “piercing the secrecy that shrouds these
bases”, by drawing attention to their physical locations, which is an important step towards
meaningful debates on the effects of bases on local communities (Heller and Lammerant 125).
The awareness of the physical locations of the military infrastructure of the U.S. and NATO
in Europe, where protests can be held or political resistance exerted, has helped draw attention
to a feeling that Europe is being used as “an aircraft carrier, or staging post, in a U.S. plan for
global hegemony” (Heller and Lammerant 126). While these bases bring strategic or
economic benefits to people of the region, it also often carries with it a fear of being a target
of attack, especially in the case of nuclear storage posts. According to Heller and Lammerant,
these movements in the 1980s have influenced resistance to bases today, as, apart from
challenging militarism in general, they were a “training ground” for people who became
involved in a broader spectrum of social and environmental activism: “the European anti-
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bases movement is learning and developing as it makes links with anti-globalization, anticapitalist, and environmental movements” (126).
As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, Geilenkirchen Air Base, too, functioned
as the background of these anti-Defense protests as it was seen as a nearby manifestation of
what was seen as the “militarization” of Western Europe. While the protests around the base
have their roots in the 1980s, the peace movements have helped mobilize local people in
resistance against the nuisance they experience from the base. This case therefore seems to
confirm Heller and Lammerant’s theory that the influence of the anti-nuclear peace
movements can be felt to this day.
3. Case Study of Geilenkirchen Air Base: How International Decisions Influence
the Local Environment
Looking closer at Geilenkirchen Air Base and its surrounding area, we can find the
tension between the military mission and the environment previously described. On the one
hand, there are those that profit from the existence of the base, due to the economic impact of
the base or because it provides the area with jobs, especially in the German area around the
base. On the other hand, there are those that protest the noise nuisance of the base or
perceived negative effects on their health. Those are united against the base with those that
resist the base’s presence within a broader, ideological framework. As we will see, some
argued that the base was a piece of a larger “puzzle” of militarization of the area, led by the
United States and/or NATO, and either eagerly accepted by the Dutch and German
governments or forced onto them. I will first discuss studies on the economic, health and
social effects of the AWACS stationed at Geilenkirchen Air Base. Then, in order to further
highlight how the discussion was framed by the resistance on the one hand, and the base
personnel on the other hand, as well as how it was reported on, I will use archival sources
from local and national newspapers. I will focus on the period from late 1970s, when it
became clear that the former Royal Air Force base was to be reactivated to host the AWACS,
until the end of the Cold War and the disarmament that followed. In order to also add a more
contemporary perspective, I have included oral interviews on how the issue is viewed by both
sides today in chapter 4.
3.1. Studies on the Economic, Social and Environmental Impact of Geilenkirchen
Air Base
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In many parts of the world, defense activities are an important addition to the local
economy (Droff and Paloyo 3). While little literature exists on the economic impact of
military aviation activities specifically, some studies of air bases in other countries have found
that military air bases generate economic activity in a large surrounding area through the
generation of direct employment for soldiers and civilians, purchases of goods and services
and commercial shipping. Moreover, investments are made by the aviation industry into
technological advancement (Harding and Russell 3; Stehlik et al. 9-11). Social impacts that
were found in other studies were perceived as both positive and negative. Perceived positive
social impacts were interaction with people from other cultures, assistance in community
projects, and, in some cases, conservation of the natural environment. Perceived negative
impacts were noise pollution and traffic congestion. People were especially happy with the
economic impacts of the boost to the economy and generation of jobs that the base enabled
(Stehlik et al. 31-35).
In the area around Geilenkirchen Air Base, there, too, are perceived negative and
positive aspects. While the base has a positive impact on the economy, for some citizens it
also has a clear negative impact due to noise nuisance and health concerns. Shortly after the
base was opened at the beginning of 1983, complaints about noise pollution from the E-3A
actions poured in. Throughout the history of the E-3A Component, noise pollution has caused
a great deal of unrest among the local population, and still does to this day. The unrest
culminated in 2006 in the controversial logging of the “Schinveldse Bossen” (Schinveld
Forest) and subsequent escalation of the political issues within the Dutch government
(Landrum & Brown ES-2).
Multiple studies have found that Geilenkirchen Air Base has a positive impact on the
local economy, both on the Dutch and German side, with a larger impact on the latter. In
2008, an Economic Impact Study (EIS) found that the base contributed € 276 million to the
economy within a 200-kilometer radius. A 2009 report commissioned by NATO expanded the
already existing research on economic impact by additionally taking into account the extent to
which personnel salaries are paid outside the researched area.28 It has also further analyzed
the budget and where it is spent, as well as reviewed the multipliers with which the number of
workplaces created was calculated. The results of this investigation on economic impact
within a 200-km radius are about 10 percent higher than the 2008 study found, namely €
28

The research was financed by NAPMA and executed by an independent team of consultants, with a general
framework prescribed by NAPMA, but the details of implementation and methodology left to the consultant
team itself.
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307,6 million as opposed to the earlier found € 275,8 million (Landrum & Brown ES-24-25).
They also reviewed the distribution of the economic impact between the Dutch and German
side of the border. It was found that of the total economic impact about 30 percent was
received by the Netherlands, versus 70 percent by Germany. When looking more locally,
namely within a 35-km radius, it was found that the economic benefit is € 53,8 million on the
German side of the border, and € 15 million on the Dutch side, a distribution of 78 percent
versus 22 percent (Landrum & Brown ES-26-29). The difference between spending on the
Dutch and German side can be ascribed largely to the expenditures of the base itself, which is
based in Germany. The distribution of the economic impact is comparable to the relative
contributions to the annual NAEW&C Programme Management Organization (NAPMO)
budget in the same year, which amounted to € 75 million for Germany and € 10 million for
the Netherlands (Landrum & Brown ES-26-29). This explains, in part, why the base, overall,
is regarded as more economically beneficial by those living near it on the German side of the
border, as local entrepreneurs may depend on this economic impact.
Despite the positive economic impact, there are also negative social and environmental
effects which local communities located near the base experience. The primary negative
social and environmental impact of the base is the noise nuisance experienced by people who
live close to the base. Noise pollution can have a multitude of negative effects on people, such
as loss of hearing, disruption of speech, disruption of sleep, negative health effects and an
overall experience of nuisance. Extra weight is often added to noise nuisance at certain times
of the day, especially nighttime. The NATO-commissioned Landrum & Brown report regards
Geilenkirchen Air Base as a “unique” airport, for operations take place mostly during the day
and barely on the weekends. Because of this schedule, the measurements of long-term effects
of noise exposure are generally in accordance with national standards. The AWACS planes
that are stationed at the base, however, produce a high level of one-off noise, exposing the
surrounding communities with irregular periods of nuisance (Landrum & Brown ES-27).
In order to gain a clearer picture of how and whether the presence of Geilenkirchen
Air Base affected people in the surrounding Dutch region, a survey was conducted by the
Rijksinstituut voor Volksgezondheid en Milieu (RIVM, “the National Institute of Public
Health and Environment”) and published in 2008. The reason for the investigation was
concern expressed by the municipality of Onderbanken about the health of its inhabitants. It
found that about 20% of the surveyed citizens experienced “severe noise nuisance”, mostly in
the municipalities of Onderbanken, Brunssum and Schinnen, but also in municipalities farther
removed from the base. The study also found that it is not just acoustic factors that influence
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the people’s experience; factors such as a low expectation of future improvements of the
situation and overall concern regarding for example possible health damage or an accident
with an aircraft. The researchers most important recommendations are limiting exposure to
noise—through pressing for silent engines and housing insulation—and improving the
relationship between government and residents, by taking them seriously, providing them
with information, and by complying with agreements (Van Poll et al., “Belevingsonderzoek”).
The investigation also highlights important social issues. Trust in national government
is relatively low in the area; about 20 percent is confident in national government as source of
information regarding the airbase (Van Poll et al., “Belevingsonderzoek” 25-26). Group
interviews with a small number of people were conducted to gain a more in-depth
understanding of important themes that play a role in the local experience. Issues that
emerged were a tension between NATO’s purpose and that of the residents: while NATO is
concerned with international security, the residents are concerned with their regional security.
The citizens indicated that they felt powerless in opposing institutions such as NATO and the
national ministries, and that they did not find themselves being taken seriously. In their
experience, communication emerging from NATO, as well as national and local governments
was insufficient (Van Poll et al., “Belevingsonderzoek” 27).
The differences in emphases on negative versus positive effects of the base are also
illustrated in interviews with involved parties in the 2009 Landrum & Brown report. They
interviewed national governments and ministries from the German and Dutch side, local
governments in Brunssum, Onderbanken and Geilenkirchen, and Vereniging STOP Awacs
(The STOP Awacs Association). The most important message that emerged from the
conversations with the involved parties was that there is a need to reduce the impact of noise
pollution on the municipalities of Onderbanken and Brunssum by eliminating, limiting and/or
silencing disturbing sources of noise. The parties differ however in their perceived extent of
the problem and the extremity of measures taken against the issue. The Dutch government
worked towards a solution through decreasing the amount of disturbing flight movements by
setting an operational limit as well as exporting some flights to other airports. It also took
some administrative measures related to flight simulations and the extension of postings. The
local communities, on the other hand, only see a sufficient solution in either the closure of the
base or the replacement of the engines of the E-3A planes with ones that are more silent. The
provincial government of Limburg calls for additional noise reduction measures but is not in a
position to enforce this. On the German side of the border, the municipality of Geilenkirchen
and the federal ministries primarily regard Geilenkirchen Air Base as an economic asset and
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the noise nuisance as a less pressing problem than it is regarded in the Netherlands (Landrum
& Brown ES-7-8).
In 2014, another report was published by the RIVM, on behalf of the Dutch Ministry
of Infrastructure and Environment, this time specifically focusing on the influence of longterm exposure to (peak) noise from passages of military air traffic on the Dutch citizens in the
region surrounding the base. The investigation found that between 2002 and 2012, the extent
of the nuisance decreased by approximately 50 percent while the extent of the health effects
decreased by almost two thirds. This goes hand in hand with a decreased number of flight
movements. Nonetheless, the researchers found that some of the residents still suffer from
“serious” noise pollution. In addition, a number of residents suffer from high blood pressure
or experience cardiovascular disease due to the noise of military aircraft. The investigation
could not prove nor rule out that there is an increased risk of death from a stroke as a result of
the military aircraft noise. Nevertheless, there was an indication of an increased risk of death
from a stroke in the area where the exposure to military aircraft noise is highest (Van Poll et
al., “Gezondheidsonderzoek”).
The results of these studies together show how the noise pollution issue is connected
to larger societal issues. Therefore, as we will see in the following sub-chapters, the local
experience and the subsequent resistance against the base is different in nature now than
during the late 1970s, when it became clear that the AWACS were coming to Geilenkirchen,
and throughout the 1980s, when the AWACS fulfilled their Cold War-role. As I will show
using archival sources—mainly regional and some national newspaper articles—the
resistance against the base was connected by the protesters with larger, global political themes
of pacifism, anti-militarization and anti-nuclearization that the transnational peace movements
brought to global public attention in the late 1970s and 80s.
3.2. The First Signs of Resistance: One Issue, Multiple Parties and Ideological
Dimensions
In April 1978 it became clear that there were talks about the possibility of
Geilenkirchen Air Base hosting the NATO AWACS fleet (“ANP Nieuwsbericht Awac
Basis”). When this became clear, the first signs of resistance emerged: in September that same
year, the local municipalities in Zuid-Limburg that were later united under the name of
Onderbanken sent a letter to the Dutch Parliament in objection to the fact that they were not
informed about the possible reactivation of the military air base at Geilenkirchen. The letter
was a response to a decision of the municipal council of nearby Brunssum, in which it
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authorized its mayor to introduce the point of reactivation of the Geilenkirchen airport as a
supplement to the vision regarding the “reorganization of Zuid-Limburg” after the closure of
the coal mines in the area, which had been an important part of the local economy (“Komst
AWACS Gaat Vliegveld Geilenkirchen Reactiveren”). A public meeting was held in
Brunssum where the “Stop Reactivation Geilenkirchen Airport Committee’ put forward
arguments against the commissioning of the disputed airport. In a first manifesto, signed by
130 people from a vast range of social backgrounds, including workers, doctors, students,
priests, teachers and social workers, the local population of about a quarter of a million
people, was called upon to support the action against Geilenkirchen (“Brunssum Wijst
NAVO-Vliegveld Af”). By November 1978, 4000 signatures had been collected against the
stationing of AWACS in Geilenkirchen, a number which grew to 7000 within three months
(“Informatieavond in Brunssum”; “Protest”).
Local political parties also got involved with the issue. The local constituents of the
national Pacifist Socialist Party voiced their disapproval of the plans through a letter
addressing Dutch parliament, the Minister of Defense and the Council of the province of
Limburg.29 The party argued that it opposed what they perceived as the “further
militarization” of the region that the stationing of the AWACS would represent. They rejected
the argument of the positive consequences of hosting the base such as job opportunities,
because they argued the costs of the purchase for the Netherlands was too expensive to be
deemed profitable (“PSP Protesteert”). National political parties also became involved in the
issue; in 1979, the political parties CDA (Christian Democratic Appeal, center-right) and
PvdA (Labour Party, center-left) submitted a resolution against the choice for Geilenkirchen
for hosting the AWACS, for they feared “unacceptable noise nuisance” (“ANP Nieuwsbericht
Kamer”).
While some regarded the issue of the reactiviation of Geilenkirchen Air Base as
having a clear political dimension, the issue also went beyond politics as it united religious
groups as well. The pastors of Brunssum also expressed concern about the deployment of the
AWACS with regard to the consequences for “public health” but did not comment on the
political and military aspects of the issue. They came together with other deans in the thencalled “Eastern Mining Region” in the south of Limburg. This meeting was organized in
collaboration with the national Catholic Christian peace movement Pax Christi, to talk about
the task of the church in the field of militarization (“Pastores Brunssum Tegen Reactivering”).
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For a Council member in Brunssum for the Dutch Communist Party (Communistische Partij
Nederland), on the other hand, the resistance had a “distinct political character” and is related
to a larger issue of militarization and a continuation of the protests against the nearby NATO
Headquarters, Allied Forces Central Europe (AFCENT) in Brunssum.30 He declared that he
joined the resistance against the AWACS in the interest of “safety, employment and quality of
life’ in the area (“Protest”). The fact that there were other citizens that also drew connection
to broader political issues is demonstrated by the placing of protest signs along streets in
Schinveld and plastering draglines in the clay quarries with not only issue-specific slogans
such as “Away with the AWACS”, “AWACS get lost”, but also “Down with the entire
defense establishment” (“Nieuw Protest Tegen AWACS”). This all demonstrates that the
noise nuisance can be resisted by parties, groups and people of different positions on the
political-ideological spectrum by focusing on different dimensions of the issue.

Figure 4. A dragline in a clay quarry painted with the text "Away with the entire defense establishment" in
Schinveld. Source: Limburgsch Dagblad via Delpher
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For the committee “Stop Reaktivering”, which specifically focused on opposing the
reactivation of Geilenkirchen Air Base, the depoliticized term “quality of life” was the focal
point, as members came from a range of political backgrounds (“Protest”). There were also
more practical arguments for resistance from local citizens, who associated the “militarization
of their region” with other problems such as housing shortage and devaluation of their houses,
but also profits for local enterprises and employment. For example, when the amount of the
property tax increased, more than 350 appeals were filed with the municipality of
Onderbanken, mainly from residents of Schinveld, because the valuation of their homes in
1981 did not take into account the arrival of the AWACS. They believed that their living
environment had been affected and that their homes had become less valuable as a result, and
that property taxes should actually have been lowered (“AWACS Oorzaak Protesten Tegen
OG-Belasting). 31 Local camping site owners reported that their camping in Schinveld has
received less visitors and visitor noise complaints since the coming of the AWACS (“Minder
Campingggasten Door Lawaai AWACS”).
The Stop Reaktivering (“stop reactivation”) committee did not just unite local people
from different social, ideological and political backgrounds, it also employed different ways
of gathering attention to the issue. In May 1979, the “committee united 200 people in a
demonstrative hike through the forest of Schinveld in protest against the reactivation
(“Wandelend Protest”). In June 1980, 175 inhabitants of Schinveld, released about two
hundred balloons into the air to protest the coming of the NATO AWACS to Geilenkirchen,
as they feared noise nuisance. A spokesperson for the protest organization announced that
they planned on releasing more of these so-called “blocking balloons” once the AWACS
would be stationed at the air base (“ANP Nieuwsbericht Protest Tegen Awacs”).32
Local responses to a visit from the State Secretary of Defense highlight the dynamics
between global issues and the local. Members of the Stop Reaktivering committee
demonstrated in front of the town hall of Schinveld as the State Secretary paid a visit to listen
to the opposition to present to him the 7000 signatures that were gathered from local citizens.
In a speech to the about thousand protesters, the Secretary of State argued that it was “the
Russians” that forced NATO to make such decisions as the reactivation of Geilenkirchen Air
Base. His statement “here, people still have a democratic say” was reportedly met with shouts
of disagreement, as many of the protesters felt that having a democratic say did not matter if
31

The actual sales figures of the following years showed that the decrease in value since reactivation was less
than expected (“Waardedaling Huizen door Awacs”).
32
They were called “blocking balloons” because they may hinder the aircraft in their flight patterns
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decisions were made at their expense nonetheless (“Limburg Tegen Vliegbasis”). This may
demonstrate that, even during the Cold War, geopolitical arguments about global security
against the Soviet Union were not convincing enough for the local citizens to accept the
practical implications of hosting an air base nearby, and, for some, the further “militarization”
of the region which it would represent.

Figure 5. Protests on December 15, 1978 in front of the town hall of Schinveld by action committee "Stop
Reactivation" Source: Limburgsch Dagblad via Delpher

3.3. The German Response and Steps Towards Transnational Cooperation
On the other side of the border, in Geilenkirchen, Germany, initial reactions to the
reactivation plans seemed generally more optimistic: when the State Secretary of the WesternGerman Ministry of Defense in Bonn made a visit to Geilenkirchen, there were no protesters
to be found. Geilenkirchen, reportedly, was more receptive to hosting the AWACS, because
the likely alternative for the reactivation of the former Royal Air Force base was the
stationing of fighter planes, which were expected to generate even more noise. In addition,
Geilenkirchen was optimistic about the economic benefits. Brokers from all over the Federal
Republic of Germany came forward to develop projects in Geilenkirchen, such as the
construction of fifty family homes (“Wir Wollen Den Holländern”). On a national level,
CDU-delegate in the Bundestag, dr. Von Spies, insisted on accepting the noise nuisance
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against the backdrop of the “huge financial injection” that would be the result of the arrival of
2,000 base staff members (“AWACS Komt Zeker Naar Geilenkirchen”).
Nonetheless, eventually, protests came to the German side as well. In April 1981 in
Teveren, near Geilenkirchen, over seven hundred youth came together to protest the reactivation of the base to station the AWACS. In February that same year protests took place
in Geilenkirchen as well (“ANP Nieuwsbericht Tegen AWACS Teveren”). In February 1982,
the first clear signs of transnational cooperation between the Dutch and German peace
movements took place: a German-Dutch action day against the arrival of the AWACS was
organized by the committee “Stop Reactivation Airport Geilenkirchen”. The protest was
multi-faceted: in addition to demonstrating against reactivation, the action group protested
against the accommodation of nuclear weapons in Europe, especially against the deployment
of medium-range missiles on their territory. It was a collaboration between peace movements
in Zuid-Limburg and the German Arbeitskreis für Abrüstung or “working group for
disarmament” (“Actiedag Tegen Komst AWACS”). According to these German and Dutch
protest groups in the 1980s, the AWACS primarily had an “offensive character” because they
were supposedly meant to protect the nearby stationed attack weapons and aircraft, such as
Pershing nuclear missiles, jet fighters and Tornado jets. According to these groups, the
defensive character of AWACS was emphasized as to not worry the local citizens, while, in
reality, the system was “the latest in the field of militarization of this area” and primarily
intended to support offensive actions. They pointed to the fact that the predecessors to
NATO’s AWACS were deployed in Vietnam to safely send American fighter jets and
bombers through the North Vietnamese radar zones (“AWACS Hebben Primair een Offensief
Karakter”). The fact that the anti-AWACS demonstrations can be connected to the larger,
global peace movements is reflected in a 1982 article in the New York Times. Not only does
the fact that the Times reported on this show that the issue gathered international attention, the
article also describes that on February 6 that year, 120 demonstrators from countries such as
the Netherlands, West Germany, Denmark and Belgium protested outside of Geilenkirchen
Air Base (“Awacs Protest in Europe”). Overall, these transnational collaborations show that
the AWACS were regarded by some as part of a bigger picture, which is further highlighted
by the fact that they connected the AWACS-protests to the resistance against nuclear missiles
and other aspects of the “militarization” of the region.
These protests did not go by without a response from the base itself. The staff of
NAEW&C responded to the first signs of resistance by means of a six-page statement
prepared and issued its public information office, in which they stated that the radar
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reconnaissance and warning system is not an offensive system, but an air defense system
designed with the purpose of filling the “voids” in the system of the existing ground radar
stations, so that the risk of a surprise attack against any NATO country is practically
eliminated. In a statement to local newspaper Limburgsch Dagblad, the Commander of the E3A Component Klaus Rimmek said that the accusations were too serious in nature to not be
taken seriously, all the more so because the base aimed to maintain good relations with the
citizens of surrounding municipalities (“Staf E-3A op Teveren Antwoordt”). As we will see in
chapter 4, the public affairs office of the base is still occupied with the goal of maintaining
local relations.
3.4. After Reactivation: The Strengths and Pitfalls of (Trans)national
Cooperation
In June 1982, NATO Secretary General Joseph Luns commissioned the activation of
Geilenkirchen Air Base, declaring that it would mean an improvement of the defense of the
NATO member states and thus also represented a “stabilizing factor” in relation to the Soviet
Union (“Lunst Stelt NAVO-Awacs in Gebruik”). As the first AWACS plane flew over the
village of Schinveld to land in Geilenkirchen on February 5, it was met with protests on the
ground in the form of a “breakfast for peace” that was to block the entrance to the base so that
“highly-ranked officers” would not be able to “enjoy the first landing” (“Demonstratie Tegen
Komst AWACS”). After reactivation of Geilenkirchen Air Base, the resistance kept its
transnational character and continued to point out connections to other global military and
geopolitical issues, of which the AWACS were deemed a symptom. While, especially for the
local Dutch and German citizens the base itself may have been emphasized, larger social
movements used it as a background to protest larger issues. Nonetheless, local groups also
recognized the possible pitfalls of cooperating with larger movements, as they were afraid that
their issue would “disappear” against other issues within such a large organizational structure.
The transnational nature of the anti-AWACS protests during the Cold War is
demonstrated, for example, by the fietstocht voor de vrede (“bicycle tour for peace”) that was
organized: over three hundred cyclists cycled from Amsterdam to Bonn in seven days to
attend the Anti-Kriegstag. Geilenkirchen Air Base was just a stop along the way. The bicycle
caravan brought along slogans such as “stop the neutron bomb” and “stop the nuclear
weapons race.” In Schinveld, where the cyclists gathered at a square, a protest song was sung
against the AWACS system: “AWACS destroys our village” (“Fietsers Voor de Vrede”).
Another large transnational collaboration was organized in December 1982, in the form of a
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conference for and by about sixty peace movements from Zuid-Limburg and the surrounding
areas in Germany and Belgium.33 The slogan of the day was “ban militarism”, under which
the groups regarded weapon depots, nuclear weapons, air bases, AFCENT and the AWACS in
the region. According to a speaker of one of the peace movements of Limburg, the groups had
dealt with national themes such as the neutron bomb and atomic rockets for many years but
were constantly confronted with regional problems as well (“Massaal Protest tegen
AWACS”; “Vredesontbijt voor Poort NATO/AWACS”).
The peace movements, which had previously been highly fragmented, had decided at
the end of 1982 that cooperation was necessary: “NATO operates internationally and does not
take account of boundaries. In that respect we must imitate them” (“Samen Sterker, Hopen
Limburgse Vredesgroepen”). A spokesperson from the German anti-militarization group
Arbeitskreis für Abrüstung also pointed out the importance of international cooperation,
which can be translated to:
“This specter of internationality is more than just a geographical merger. All these
local initiatives also have political implications. Every working group has its own
ideas and starting points, which can be [but are not necessarily] political. Some groups
are more radical than others. What binds us is that we know each other from practice,
through for example protests. We will also discuss our political differences at the
conference, such as what to do when a more radical group employs a militant way of
protesting: should you distance yourself [from such groups] or not be divided?”
(“Samen Sterker, Hopen Limburgse Vredesgroepen”)
Nonetheless, the regional aspect of co-operation was considered to be a strength by
some, and therefore it was regarded as necessary to be cautious in linking these local
initiatives with the larger peace movement. It was argued that, if the Dutch peace movement
were to become strongly hierarchically structured, with a center in The Hague or Amsterdam,
a new “establishment” would emerge, with new leaders and therefore a new distance between
the center and its representatives in local areas. This “distance” between the local and their
national representation was an important aspect of exactly what these local groups were
protesting, as they felt neglected by the national leaders who made these strategic decisions
that so greatly impacted their communities. Contacts with this regional collaboration and the
national peace movement that emphasized nuclear weapons such as the Stichting
33
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covering parts of the Dutch provinces of Overijssel, Gelderland and Drenthe, together with parts of the German
federal states Nordrhein-Westfalen and Niedersachsen
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Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad (Inter-Church Peace Council) were therefore kept at a minimum.
As a spokesperson from the local constituents of the peace movement argued, the peace
movement as a whole is not homogenous, but rather a gathering of, among others, trade union
groups working on plans to switch from war to peace production, conscientious objectors and
anti-militarists who often act locally or regionally. The term “militarism” was chosen at the
conference because this term provides much more points of reference for the regional peace
struggle than just a focus on nuclear weapons. A spokesperson from Onkruit, a Dutch radical
action group of militant anti-militarists that was active from 1974 to 1986, points to the
potential for intersectionality in debating a broad term such as “militarism”, by arguing that, if
you “tackle the expressions of militarism,” you inevitably also end up engaging in debates on,
for example, democracy, women's rights, and the environment (“Samen Sterker, Hopen
Limburgse Vredesgroepen”).
While it may seem that local people were successfully mobilized by members of the
peace movement, the peace groups also reportedly struggled with the mobilization of local
citizens against “militarization” of their “backyard”, even though it was them that actually
experienced the effects in their daily lives. According to a spokesperson from Arbeitskreis,
this was due to the fact that many people regard protesting as useless. As the local citizens
become more passive, however, “the movement” became more radical in their search for
successful methods of resistance. Yet, they also look for alternative measures such as talking
to trade unions and finding arguments to stop of the production of war equipment. In addition,
ways were being sought to mobilize the local population through the dissemination of
information. By January 1982, 7000 posters, stickers and 27,000 information sheets had been
distributed (“AWACS Hebben Primair een Offensief Karakter”). Moreover, a film was made
about militarization in the region and the resistance against it (“Samen Sterker, Hopen
Limburgse Vredesgroepen”).
Another way of spreading public awareness was organized by the Maastrichtse
Vredeswinkel in collaboration with the editorial office of a brochure titled “Militarism in the
Euroregion”. They organized a 1984 “sightseeing” bus trip along various “military objects” in
the “Euroregion.” These sights included the Ambiorix barracks in the Belgian city of
Tongeren, the NATO Control and Report Center in the Belgian Glons, the NATO Joint
Operation Center Cannerberg, the military barracks in Maastricht, AFCENT and weapon
depots in Brunssum, the AWACS in Geilenkirchen, the RAF airbase in Wildenrath, the QRA
Pershing site in Arsbeck, the F-16 airport and the nuclear weapon depot in Klein Broghel and
the ACE High Cummunication System and weapon depot in Belgian Zutendaal (“Militarisme
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Euregio Onderwerp Busreis”). This extensive tour highlights how far the “militarization”
reaches geographically according to the movements that oppose it, and how these “military
objects” can make an abstract concept such as “militarization” become manifested physically.
The AWACS stationed at Geilenkirchen Air Base and the noise they generate were also be
regarded as a physical manifestation of the negative consequences of a military presence.
Because of the noise they generate, such a presence can be difficult to ignore, even for those
who do not oppose militarization in the broadest sense.
In 1983, the committee “Stop Reactivering Vliegveld Geilenkirchen” organized events
on both sides of the border. On the German side, an information market about peace and a
peace event were organized in Geilenkirchen, as well as a peace picnic at the gates of the
airbase. Moreover, a “peace march” to Cologne was organized. On the Dutch side of the
border, demonstrations were held that year against the celebration of 15 years of the NATO
AFCENT headquarters in nearby Brunssum (“AWACS Nog Erger Dan Verwacht”). In midApril 1984, protests took place in Western-Germany connected to the global protests against
nuclear weapons. About four hundred protesters blocked the access roads to Geilenkirchen
Air Base. Protests took place in the Western-German capital Bonn and at an American base in
Carlstadt near Bremen as well. More demonstrations were planned in the same week to
protest the storage of nuclear weapons on Western-German soil (“ANP Nieuwsbericht
Betogingen Brd”).
3.5. Perceived Militarization along the Dutch-German Border
In 1988, Christian newspaper Trouw reported that Zuid-Limburg was “militarizing” as
another American weapon depot was established in the region. While the weapons depot was
seen by some as a symptom of militarization, it potentially had a positive economic impact as
it was to provide 200 jobs. According to Trouw, the Governor of Limburg, Kremers, was
optimistic as he praised his province to businesses as “the balcony on Europe”, favorably
wedged between the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg, and close to France—in some
ways, it can be seen as the “heart” of Western Europe. Strategically, the location is ideal; just
far enough behind the first allied lines. It was estimated at the time that between 4000 and
5000 people were employed at NATO and U.S. installations in the region in the late 1980s.
Mostly foreign soldiers were employed at the time, but also 750 people from Limburg.
According to the chairman of the PvdA (Labour Party) fraction in the provincial council, it
makes little difference that a third weapons depot is established in the region; for “if bombs
fall, they will fall here, and then a depot more or less will make no difference” (“Zuid-
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Limburg Vermilitariseert”). In addition, when the national Parliament wants to enforce it, the
province cannot stop the arrival of the depot. Moreover, the depots—which presence is less
“felt”—caused less controversy than the noise from the AWACS planes and the tree felling
necessary to create more space for them (“Zuid-Limburg Vermilitariseert”).
Communist newspaper De Waarheid argued that the AWACS were “a piece of a
larger puzzle” called the “limited nuclear war.” According to the newspaper, this was
confirmed by statements by the U.S. Air Force general and chief of staff of SHAPE, James B.
Davis—When asked “why AWACS in Europe?” he replied: because there was a clear need in
Vietnam and because a similar utility for a tactical war is recognizable in Europe (“Warm
Onthaal voor AWACS”). Other pieces of this puzzle, that according to the newspaper form a
“barrel of gunpowder,” were the weapon depots in the former coal mines near Brunssum and
AFCENT in the Netherlands, and the “line” of stationed nuclear weapons, airports and fighter
jets that runs along the border of Limburg on the German side. In addition, they state that the
road network in the border area had expanded enormously in the ten years before, in order to
aid the transportation of military objects. The newspaper does not believe in the arguments
that this is good for employment: according to them, a job in the military sector is more
expensive than one in the regular industry. Moreover, they feel abandoned by national and
local politicians, who, according to De Waarheid, claimed that NATO was “too powerful a
beast” to stop (“Militarisering in Limburg”). Apart from noise pollution, the paper reports to
the negative effects of the construction of depots, highways and airports at the expense of
nature (“Militarisering in Limburg”). As to socio-economic effects, De Waarheid argued that,
because the NATO officers preferred living among local citizens to promote integration, local
rents had risen enormously, and housing shortages were increasing (“Militarisering in
Limburg”).
The communist newspaper also connected the “key strategic objects” of the NATO
headquarters and military equipment storages in Brunssum to this larger picture of
militarization (“Militarisering in Limburg”). During the Cold War, weapon depots for
maintenance of American battle tanks, armored vehicles and heavy artillery were established
in Brunssum and Eygelshoven, both in the area near Geilenkirchen Air Base, until 2006.
Since the Russian annexation of Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine, tension with Russia
has increased which has led to the re-opening of an American military equipment depot in
Eygelshoven. These weapons can be deployed if a NATO ally needs support. The Dutch
Ministry of Defense helps with the maintenance, monitoring and security. It provided ZuidLimburg with about a hundred jobs. In a letter to the House of Representatives, Defense
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Minister Hennis describes the move as “an expression of alliance solidarity” and “a
reaffirmation of the transatlantic bond” (“Amerikanen Stallen Tanks”). Regional newspaper
De Limburger reported on the move stating “the Cold War revived in Limburg,” but also that
local citizens were relatively accepting of the presence of the depot (Boere). However, great
controversy has surrounded the depots in Brunssum and Eyghelshoven, that were there until
2006, as about 300 former employees of the five Netherlands-based so-called “POMS-sites”
have sued the Kingdom of the Netherlands for the health damage that they have suffered from
working with the dangerous carcinogen Chromium-6 (Graaf).34
De Waarheid was not alone in connecting the facilities in the south of the Netherlands
to “militarization.” National center-left newspaper De Volkskrant calls Zuid-Limburg "the
best defended area of Western Europe" because of the "defensive belt" that runs along the
Rhine from Kleve to the South. The newspaper even goes so far as to call this defense belt “a
German powder keg with strong cross-border hazards” (“Spel Zonder Grenzen”). Hazards,
because a “defense belt” can also become a target of attack. In addition, the newspaper named
the command center of the Allied Air Force in the Cannerberg as part of this “defense belt”
(“Spel Zonder Grenzen”). During the Cold War, the Dutch Ministry of Defense opened the
Joint Operations Centre NATO Headquarters Cannerberg, located in a former marrow quarry
south of Maastricht on the border with Belgium. JOC Cannerberg was a communications
center which housed the war headquarters of the Northern Army Group and Second Allied
Tactical Air Force. This formerly secret facility later became the topic of controversy, as it
was discovered that military personnel had been exposed to health hazards and were not
protected by the Ministry of Defense. In 1972, blue and grey asbestos was sprayed in thick
layers against the six kilometers long ventilation system. As cracks appeared in the air ducts,
asbestos fibers were blown through the cave. In 1997, the Ministry of Defense acknowledged
that it would take liability if it appeared that former employees had contracted asbestos
disease. At least one person was reported to have died as a result of asbestos exposure
(“Defensie Erkent Fouten Met Asbest”).
Looking at all the “military objects” that are pointed to by the people resisting them, it
is of no surprise that beside the positive economic impact of these military establishments,
many local citizens perceived their surroundings to be part of a larger pattern of
militarization. The pragmatically formulated statement about a third weapons depot “making
no difference” and the power of the Dutch national government to make strategic decisions

34

POMS-sites are storage sites for American military equipment (Graaf).

Baan s4453484/54
that impact the local in such a physical manifestation, may have helped drive sentiments in
Limburg about how the more rural areas of the Netherlands are neglected in favor of
geopolitical considerations. How some of the same sentiments are still present today, will be
further explored in the interviews in chapter 4.

Figure 6. A map drawn up by the German peace movement that shows the "defense belt" along the border with
Limburg. Source: De Volkskrant

3.6. The Felling of Trees in Schinveld Forest—"Necessary Maintenance” or
“Blatant Demolition”?
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By mid-1980s a new environmental issue emerged: it became clear that “Schinveld
forest” on the Dutch side of the border obstructed the flight pattern of the AWACS and that
3.5 hectares would have to be cleared away. In addition, another 3.5 hectares of treetops had
to be cut off because the trees obstructed the AWACS’ flight pattern. Local citizens, however,
heavily opposed this measure, for they saw the forest as a “noise buffer.” In addition, they
deemed the area of “high environmental and scientific value,” for it is considered an
important biotope in South Limburg of amphibians and reptiles (“Defensie Houdt van Natuur
en Awacs”). According to spokespeople from NATO and the Dutch Ministry of Defense, the
felling of the trees was necessary in order to uphold aviation safety standards. The mayor of
Onderbanken responded that the municipality is unlikely to give a permit for the cutting.
Nonetheless, the Ministry of Defense was able to enforce the tree felling by arguing that the
national interest was at stake (“Limburgs Bos Staat Awacs Navo in de Weg”). Experts from
the Ministry of Agriculture and the Forestry Commission underlined that the defense plans
would change the forest drastically, but also argued that a different kind of nature reserve
could arise afterwards (“Defensie Houdt van Natuur en Awacs”).

Figure 7. A felled tree in Schinveld forest. Source: NRC Handelsblad via Delpher

In October 1985, it was declared by the Raad van State that the municipality of
Onderbanken was right in refusing a license to the Ministry of Defense for felling trees in the
Schinveld forests (“Gemeente Wint Geding Awacs”). The decision was, however, overruled,
and the felling took place nonetheless in September 1988. Unrest continued after the felling,
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as Stichting Stop Reaktivering Vliegveld Geilenkirchen stated that more trees were felled than
the Ministry of Defense admitted. According to a recount by the them, instead of the
promised approximately 200 trees, more than 400 trees were felled, including some
monumental oaks. Stop Reaktiversing did not believe that this was maintenance, calling it a
"blatant demolition" (“Tegenstanders Awacs: Meer Bomen Gekapt”).
In 1988, a covenant with the Ministry of Defense was passed through within the
municipal council of Onderbanken. Seven councilors voted in favor, six voted against. Mayor
of the municipality, Ritzer, who had previously stated that the forest was “too valuable to
touch’, changed his opinion because he saw that the fierce struggle with Defense yielded
nothing. By drafting a covenant, the municipality supposedly gained “leverage” in case it had
to go to court in the future. The covenant stated that no changes in flight movements were
allowed to occur without prior consultation with the municipality. According to Ritzer, it
ensured that the municipality was a “discussion partner” of the Ministry of Defense. In
exchange for clearing the forest, the municipality received almost one million guilders
compensation, in addition to 50 homes for the elderly, 25 low-income homes and another
400,000 guilders from the province for the construction of a new town hall. Soon after the
covenant was signed, however, new tensions emerged as a new AWACS-aircraft was
stationed at the base in October—a fact the municipality learned when it was reported by the
news media (“Tussen het Gebulder Door”).
The issue had “seriously disrupted” local political relations; it was reported in NRC
Handelsblad that verbal insults had taken place within the municipal council. Council
members who voted in favor of the covenant were reportedly threatened through letters and
by telephone. According to the mayor, a member of the council was dragged out of his car a
few weeks after that council meeting and physically assaulted. There was insufficient
evidence to prosecute a suspect. Members of the anti-AWACS organization Stop Reaktivering
suggested to the newspaper that some council members had taken money for their vote in
favor. According to the mayor, however, this was mere “village gossip” (“Tussen het
Gebulder Door”). While it is unclear what happened exactly, these sentiments show that the
issues also divided people within local governments. In 1994, the Dutch Ministry of Defense,
again, argued for a tree felling, as it stated that Onderbanken in its new zoning plan did not
take sufficient account of the AWACS. The Ministry referred in particular to the fact that the
municipality enforced a ban on cutting down trees in the Schinveld Forest, as a result of
which the AWACS aircraft had problems with departing. The municipality of Onderbanken
argued for, instead, extending the runway on the German side, but according to the Ministry
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this was not possible because it would have been too costly, the base would have had to close
for a while, and nature and infrastructure would have had to be adjusted (“Defensie Wil Meer
Ruimte Voor Awacs”). The shortening of trees for the flight pattern of the AWACS had to be
maintained, and this continues to cause unrest and spark protests. This will be further
discussed in chapter 4.
3.7. Disarmament Abroad, Tensions at Home: A New Post-Cold War Role for
AWACS
The geopolitical landscape of Europe changed dramatically with the end of the
Warsaw Pact, reunification of Germany and President George Bush proclaiming a “new
world order” after the Gulf War (Heller and Lammerant 102). These developments in Eastern
Europe and within the Warsaw Pact in 1990 were no reason to make changes to the specific
tasks of the AWACS, said Jay D. Blume, then-commander of the NAEW&C. On the
contrary, as NATO and the Warsaw Pact were expected to make reductions in the field of
conventional armaments, and short-range nuclear weapons, there was the expectation for an
expansion rather than a reduction in tasks in the following years. Major Ted Filzen, the public
affairs officer of the base at the time, says in an interview with Limburgs Dagblad that the
AWACS are also employed for assisting in multinational training flights of NATO’s combat
aircrafts, a role that they may increasingly fulfill during peace time. It was also seen as a
possibility that the AWACS would aid in monitoring threats coming from a different direction
than the east, such as Libya, with which the fleet had previously assisted member state Italy
(“Basiscommandant over AWAKS-taken”).
The most important potential task for the AWACS fleet was reported at the time to be
monitoring compliance with the Vienna Disarmament Agreements. The AWACS aircraft
could be used, for example, to oversee whether the Eastern Bloc complied with agreements on
reducing its aircraft by monitoring the number of flight movements. Moreover, unusual
activities at military airports can be detected from the sky (“AWACS Gaat Gewoon Door”).
According to Filzen, the Soviet Union remained the “strongest military power in the world”
and the future was uncertain. What was for certain, he declared, was that “mobility of troops”
was the “new keyword” within NATO, in which aircraft were to play an important part
(“AWACS Gaat Gewoon Door”). In 1990-91, as NATO became involved in the Gulf War,
the AWACS were deployed to monitor flight movements above Iraqi grounds from Turkish
airspace (“Ook Nederlanders onder Bemanning”). An opinion piece in the local newspaper
Limburgsch Dagblad is not convinced of the new role of the AWACS, and points to what
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they regard as the paradoxicality of the AWACS story: while the aircraft are meant to aid with
resolving conflict far away from “home,” they cause conflict where they are stationed
(“Vrijuit Hulp van Klein Duimpje”).
As Cold War tensions slowly diffused, tensions within the AWACS-Commissie
Limburg (AWACS Committee Limburg), a committee in which deliberation takes place about
the nuisance and overall environmental issues related to the AWACS, heightened as the
mayor of Brunssum, Hoogland, withdrew from the committee. According to him, this was
due to the fact that the municipality of Onderbanken was repeatedly addressing the same
issues. The representative of the Ministry of Defense within the committee reportedly still
believed in the necessity of the committee, but also stated that this “repetitiveness” had to
end. Municipal Council member of Onderbanken Theunissen deemed it “scandalous” that the
agreements in the AWACS-covenant had not been met. Yet, he deemed it is important to stay
in the committee, as he proclaimed, because in order to be able to take legal action they had to
first prove that the option of deliberation had been exhausted (“Nog Steeds Hoop op Beter
Overleg”).
A new controversy arose in October 1994 when an AWACS aircraft discharged
kerosene above the industrial site of the chemical company DSM in Zuid-Limburg. The plane
ran into trouble due to an overheated engine. Due to the discharge of kerosene, the weight of
the aircraft could be adjusted so that it could return to Geilenkirchen. The director of DSM
said the incident was unacceptable because of the security risks it entailed (“Directie van
Chemisch Bedrijf”). Complaints from local residents continued to pour in and were filed
through a telephone line to Geilenkirchen. Some complainers, especially people living in
high-rise apartment buildings, were afraid that an airplane would fly into their building. This
fear was likely fueled by the “Bijlmer disaster” that took place in Amsterdam two years
earlier, when a Boeing 747 from the Israeli airline El Al crashed into two apartment buildings.
In addition, there were reported complaints about pollution of garden furniture, ponds and
laundry due to the emission of the AWACS (“Irritatie over Meldpunt Navo”).
Not all local media coverage on the AWACS-issue after the Cold War was negative.
Limburgs Dagblad reported in 1992 that the aircraft, after a modernization program, could be
deployed for the fight against drug trafficking, or for the observation of environmental crimes
such as illegal discharges at sea (Wijnands). Moreover, the newspaper reported on the
positive impact of the establishment of NAPMA in Brunssum. Since its establishment,
between 85 and 200 civilian employees had reportedly been employed by the organization,
which deals with work in the field of technical developments, research, logistics, organization
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and administration. In December 1990, NAPMA was given a “key role” in the latest Alliance
strategy; Command, Control and Communication (C3). The purpose of the associated
modernization program was “mobility” and “flexibility”. 25 percent of the staff who became
part of this program were of Dutch nationality. General manager of NAPMA Von Kospoth
together with financial controller Hans Voogd underlined that NAPMA made a major
contribution to the local and regional economy. Voogd estimated that the expenditures
together with the private expenses of workers in Brunssum and surroundings amounted to 20
million guilders per year. According to Von Kospoth, the Dutch government worked hard in
1979 to get NAPMA to Brunssum, so that the Dutch could enjoy the benefits in addition to
the noise (“Wijnands”). Moreover, the Geilenkirchen-based “Euro-Service-Center”—a
business park for small and medium-sized businesses—offered young or starting
entrepreneurs from Germany and the Netherlands a place at low rents. Moreover, an
American agency was established that was in charge of attracting American businesses to
settle in Germany, due to the presence of many Americans in military institutions in the
region, among which Geilenkirchen Air Base (“Nederlanders Welkom in Euro-ServiceCenter”).
The differing opinions on whether the base forms a nuisance or an economic asset is
reflected in a 1995 Trouw article, in which people were interviewed on the streets in
Geilenkirchen about their experiences with the air base. While some people argue that the
noise is “unbearable”, others argue that closure of the base would be detrimental for
Geilenkirchen, as military personnel spend their paychecks in the area (Bemelmans). The
article also reflects on the differing opinions between political representatives in the
Netherlands and Germany: while the municipalities of Schinveld and Brunssum have been
pushing for changes such as a different flight path, extension of the runway or quieter
engines, on the German side, it was mostly the niche environmental party Bündnis 90/Die
Grünen who spoke out against the nuisance related to the air base (Bemelmans).
According to the Trouw article, on a NATO-level, the complaints were simply
ignored. On the level of the Dutch national government, the various successive State
Secretaries of the Ministry of Defense emphasized the importance of the airbase for Europewide security. When finally, in 1995, a Dutch secretary of Defense lobbied for moving the
base elsewhere, he could not count on the support of his German colleague, who opposed this
measure. The municipality of Geilenkirchen, too, heavily opposed moving the base, as it
would be “devastating” to the municipality due to the economic loss it would suffer in return,
a spokesperson for the municipality argued. Apart from the local purchases by military

Baan s4453484/60
personnel, it would also lead to the loss of about 3000 “direct” and “indirect” jobs created by
the existence of the base. The commander of the Geilenkirchen Air Base raised another issue
that hinders support on a NATO-level for the base’s displacement: NATO member states had
already heavily opposed spending 850 million dollar on new, more silent engines, and would
therefore not want to spend billions on moving the base out of Geilenkirchen. A
representative of Die Grünen also opposed the nuisance of the base but does not see a solution
in displacing it to East-Germany, as sparsely populated areas in the former GDR are
becoming increasingly scarce as well (Bemelmans).
While the more extensive changes to combat noise nuisance were not made, there
were reports of some concessions made on the issue of noise nuisance. While it was decided
in 1991 that silent engines would not be an option until “at least 2000”, it was also reported
that the complaints from the local population did lead to some adjustments from the air base.
For example, the departure route was extended in 1992 to limit noise and improvement of the
noise barrier, which is meant to block the noise from the warming-up of engines, was
investigated (“Geen Geluidsarmere Motoren”; “Koers Awacs Graad Verlengd”). More of
such concessions, and how they are perceived on both the side of the resistance and the base
personnel, are discussed in the oral interviews in the next chapter.
4. Current Resistance and Public Affairs: Oral Interviews
I have conducted the interviews in this chapter on separate occasions with Servie
L’Espoir of Vereniging STOP-Awacs Overlast in Heerlen, the Netherlands, and Albert van
Dam of Geilenkirchen Air Base in Geilenkirchen, Germany. Because their perspectives
represent, to an extent, the tensions that may exist between concerns with “the mission” and
“the environment,” I have sought to structure them in such a way that the narratives seem in
conversation with each other, arranged by subject. In topics specific to either STOP-Awacs or
Geilenkirchen Air Base, such “conversations” will be absent.
Servie L’Espoir has co-founded the association Vereniging STOP-Awacs Overlast. He
is the interviewee on behalf of the board of STOP-Awacs, for the board members could not
make it due to personal circumstances. He is now a council member of the municipality of
Brunssum, which is why he had to resign as board member of the association to prevent
possible conflicts of interest. He has been involved in former protests and is a member of the
AWACS Committee (AWACS-Commissie Limburg) on behalf of his municipality. It advises
the Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment and the Minister of Defense. The
Committee includes administrators from the province of Limburg and surrounding
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municipalities, representatives from the AWACS base, the Minister of Defense and the
Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment. The Committee also includes representatives
from local residents of the surrounding municipalities (“Klachten Informatie Centrum
Luchtverkeer”).
Albert van Dam is captain of the Royal Air Force, where he has been employed for
forty years. He has been operationally employed by the Air Force and then studied Human
Resource Management. He then worked for a while in Brunssum as a staff manager during
the operation in Afghanistan, and now deputy officer of the public affairs office of
Geilenkirchen Air Base, where he has been employed for a year. After a tour of the air base,
which is also frequently given to visitor groups, he described the perspective of the base
personnel on the noise nuisance and engaging with the public about the issue, the role of the
AWACS in post-Cold War global conflict, and bearing the responsibility for the environment
in the country in which you are stationed.
It is clear that both sides recognize that the noise nuisance experienced around the base
is a serious issue. However, as we will see, van Dam emphasizes the role of the AWACS as a
strategic necessity, while L’Espoir emphasizes the environmental impact of the aircraft.
Overall, this chapter will illustrate how the tensions between the “mission” and “the
environment” play out on a local level. Simultaneously, it will demonstrate how, in this
specific case, efforts have been made to foster mutual understanding. First, both Servie
L’Espoir and Albert van Dam will explain how the role of the AWACS has changed since
reactivation of the air base, and how the nature of the resistance against it has transformed
along with these changes on the global stage. The interviewees will also address the disparity
in complaints and resistance emerging from Germany as opposed to the Netherlands. Then, it
will be discussed how the public affairs office of Geilenkirchen Air Base has sought to
explain this new role to the public, and how maintaining relations with the public is especially
important due to the noise nuisance that the locals experience. This will also be connected to
NATO-wide efforts to communicate this strategic role in the new security environment. It will
also be explained how, according to STOP-Awacs, these communicational efforts are deemed
insufficient to solve the issue. While Vereniging STOP-Awacs sees closure of the base as the
only solution, the base personnel emphasizes the current necessity of the AWACS and the
measures that they have already taken to combat the noise. Moreover, the intersection of
different social and environmental issues and the tension between the environment and
security will be highlighted. Lastly, we will seek to answer the broader question “can local
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protests influence international politics?” by discussing the achievements and limitations of
the resistance against the AWACS.
4.1. The role of the AWACS in the Current Global Security Environment and the
Dutch versus German Experience
In L’Espoir’s explanation, NATO was able to reactivate the former Royal Air Force base
in Geilenkirchen at the end of the 1970s because the Federal Republic of Germany had no
control over its own airspace after losing World War II. At the time, the necessity of the base
was explained through the conflict between East and West Germany. Now, however, he
deems the air base no longer necessary, because it is too far from external borders and areas
of conflict. In the perspective of STOP-Awacs, if there is a crisis in Iraq or on the border with
Russia, it does not make sense to take off from Geilenkirchen. When it comes to job
opportunities, from the costs of the base you can pay for five times as many jobs in the civil
sector, says L’Espoir (L’Espoir).
Van Dam affirms that the global political and security environment has changed but
does not see a decrease in the necessity of the AWACS. He explains that what has changed is
that, prior to the fall of the Berlin wall, it was clear where the enemy was located: in the East.
In the current environment, he explains, who the enemy is changes depending on where the
forces are sent. What has not changed, is that NATO exists to protect the Allies. Article 5 is
still NATO’s guiding principle, and the AWACS are a part of carrying out that principle. In
the current hybrid threat-environment, the role of the AWACS is still the same as in 1982,
says van Dam. The role of the AWACS since 1982 has been to provide aerial images;
airborne information for ground forces. The location in which they operate, however, has
changed along with geopolitical changes on a global level. The AWACS are now in Syria, for
example, while in the past they were only at the Baltic states to guard the border with East
Germany. However, the tasks are still the same: providing an information platform as quickly
as possible on behalf of the NATO. With these changing locations where the AWACS
operate, often around the edges of the European continent, is the location of the main
operating base of the AWACS, relatively far from these conflict zones, still strategically
important? Van Dam explains that the NAEW&C has had “forward operating bases” since
1982; in Aktion, Greece; Trapani, Italy; Konya, Turkey and Ørland, Norway. The moment the
AWACS need to activate, they head to one of these forward operating bases. It was
determined at the time that the main operating basis had to be established in Geilenkirchen.
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Resources have been put in establishing infrastructure; “it is not the case that you can simply
pick us up and move us somewhere else”, explains van Dam.
The conception of STOP Awacs Overlast that the base is too far removed from conflict
zones is not supported by van Dam. He argues that the enemy will not “suddenly invade
tomorrow” (van Dam). NATO will know in advance when a conflict will take place. The
AWACS then get designated a higher “preparedness phase”. The AWACS are now in a “low
preparedness phase”, namely on standby. The moment the NAEW&C enter a higher
preparedness phase, they fly to the forward operating base near the area where they are
needed and start operating from there. The majority of flights, however, will still have to be
operated from Geilenkirchen. Apart from the investments made in this air base, it also has to
do with safety; if you are stationed on the edges of crisis areas, you are geographically
vulnerable (van Dam).
With changes on the geopolitical stage since the reactivation of Geilenkirchen Air
Base, the nature of the resistance against the AWACS also changed. L’Espoir explains that at
first, in 1978, when it became clear that the base would be re-activated, protests against the
base had a political character, following the idea: “we do not want that weaponry here, we
want peace” (L’Espoir). The resistance came from separate ideological groups and political
parties, from peace activists to local citizens from a wide range of geographical areas.
However, in the early 1990s, explains L’Espoir, the world changed dramatically: the Warsaw
Pact dissolved, and the geo-political situation changed. Because of this new world formation,
local citizens no longer accepted what they perceived as the risks to health associated with the
AWACS as well as the noise pollution. All these different, formerly fractured parties were
then united under the association STOP-Awacs Overlast. L’Espoir emphasizes that it is not an
association founded because it is against NATO. It has both members who are pro-NATO and
members who oppose the organization. These people are united against the issue of the noise.
The association has around 300 members and, says L’Espoir, in the case of demonstrations an
even larger following. When the association was formally established, its articles of
association stated that its goal was to “tackle the nuisance through all legal means”
(L’Espoir). Both the association and the municipality of Onderbanken—the municipality of
Brunssum is more hesitant to denounce the base because of its economic benefits—have since
come to the conclusion that the only solution they see is closure of the base or moving it
elsewhere (L’Espoir).
Van Dam also explains how he regards the protests have changed. During the 1990s,
demonstrations in general were more common than they are thirty years later. At
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Woensdrecht Air Base, about 170 kilometers from Geilenkirchen, protests against cruise
missiles took place. The nature of these demonstrations was anti-Defense in general; as the
Berlin wall had fallen, defense spending was no longer necessary, according to the protesters.
People also start to gather to protest at the Geilenkirchen Air Base, because this meant they
did not have to travel all the way to The Hague or Woensdrecht, says van Dam. The base was
used as a background for more general political protests. Currently, on the other hand, it is the
effects of the base itself that are the subject of conflict, which now mainly plays out in the
AWACS Commissie. Van Dam explains:
“we have agreed to talk [in the AWACS Committee] so that we can understand each
other better. We often receive questions in that committee that we have already
answered multiple times. Although we receive the same question over and over, we
answer it every time” (van Dam).
Nonetheless, van Dam deems it important to continue the conversation between the involved
parties.
There are no German members of STOP-Awacs, but there has been a similar
association on the German side of the border, named Initiative gegen AWACS-Emissionen e.V
(“Initiative Against AWACS-Emissions”). However, since 2011, this association is no longer
active. According to L’Espoir, this is because of the fact that board members, who lived in
Geilenkirchen or the surrounding area, were affected by their board work: board members
with a local business gave up their anti-AWACS efforts because they no longer received
assignments. It was a citizens’ initiative and STOP-Awacs cooperated with them until they
dissolved. There are significantly less complaints against the AWACS on the German side of
the border. Besides the fact that the German locals derive revenue from the base’s presence,
L’Espoir ascribes this to the fact that there is simply less noise experienced on the German
side, as it is “exported” to the Dutch side. There is also no longer a local anti-AWACS
movement in Germany after the Initiative gegen AWACS-Emissionen e.V dissolved
(L’Espoir).
Van Dam also addresses the disparity in complaints from the Dutch and German side
of the border. While the base receives thousands of complaints from Dutch residents, only a
few complaints stem from Germany, while the amount of flight movements is equal on both
sides—as they fly over the Dutch territory during take-off, and over German territory during
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landing. 35 It is not possible to fly in a different pattern, says van Dam, for an aircraft as heavy
as the E-3A AWACS cannot suddenly take a sharp turn, such as the lighter F16 can. The E3A has to finish its flying pattern until it reaches the height of 3000 feet, and only then it is
able to steer. The recommendations in the report from Landrum & Brown also included the
possibility of moving the runway more into Germany so that the aircraft can take off on the
German side, but an investigation by the German Ministry of Defense concluded that
extending the runway in easterly direction would not have significantly contributed to the
reduction of noise on the Dutch side of the air base. An independent investigation
commissioned by the Dutch Ministry of Defense confirmed those conclusions. According to
van Dam, another factor that was considered was a nature reserve that would be disrupted by
this move, in which many birds reside (van Dam).
4.2. Communicating NATO’s Current Role and the Legitimacy of the AWACS
Both Servie L’Espoir and Albert van Dam explain how the global security
environment has changed and what this means for the strategic role of the AWACS within
NATO’s strategic concepts. While the public affairs office of Geilenkirchen Air Base
employs a communication strategy which seeks to explain this role, L’Espoir explains that
this is insufficient for Vereniging STOP-Awacs to believe in its necessity, at least not
sufficiently to accept the noise nuisance that comes along with it. This legitimacy problem is
something that concerns both NATO and the public affairs office at the base in Geilenkirchen.
Van Dam explains that an important role of the public affairs office of Geilenkirchen Air
Base is to try to communicate to the public why the AWACS are stationed there and which
role they fulfill. This fits into the NATO-wide goal to better communicate the current role of
NATO. On a NATO-level, the guidelines for how to best communicate this new role are set
out in the “Strategic Communications program” of NATO’s Strategic Communications
Centre of Excellence (or “StratCom”). This Centre seeks to explain NATO’s new role in the
world to the public in order to positively influence people’s perception of the Alliance (van
Dam). According to the Centre, strategic communication is “an integral part of the efforts to
achieve the Alliance’s political and military objectives” (“About Us”). Its mission is to
communicate “in an appropriate, timely, accurate and responsive manner on its evolving
roles, objectives and missions” (“About Us”). Van Dam explains that the public affairs office
of Geilenkirchen Air Base has to follow these guidelines. In seeking to reach the people in the
35

However, a take-off makes more noisie than a landing, for during take-off the aircraft needs to generate more
power (van Dam).
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digital age, NATO employs the hashtag #weareNATO on social media, to create an
understanding of NATO’s current role in the world and the people behind the Alliance, from
pilots and soldiers to technicians and bakers (van Dam).

Figure 8. An image with the hashtag #weareNATO on NATO’s website. Source: www.nato.int
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Figure 9. The Boeing E-3 Sentry AWACS Aircraft with the hashtag #WEARENATO. Source: Wikimedia
Commons

Apart from a NATO-wide communications strategy, there is also a communication
strategy for the public affairs office of Geilenkirchen Air Base specifically, which focuses
mainly on communication about the issue of noise. In the case of Geilenkirchen, then, it is
especially important to have good relations with the surrounding community who may
experience noise nuisance, explains van Dam. An example of trying to establish relationships
with the community is the organization of an Octoberfest every year. The last Octoberfest was
visited by 3000 people from the area, of which the majority was of German nationality, but it
also attracted people from the Netherlands. Along with such events, the public affairs office
organizes tours for visitor groups and two open days to celebrate the base’s 35th year
anniversary in 2017 (Claessens, “Awacs-Basis Verwacht 40.000 Bezoekers”; van Dam).
These events are organized “in order to show the neighboring people why we are here and
why we make the noise” (van Dam).

Figure 10. An open day at Geilenkirchen Air Base. Source: De Limburger

The role of the public affairs office has also changed along with changes on a global
level, including technological changes. Van Dam explains that during the Gulf War (19901991), before StratCom was established, the public affairs office operated differently, within
the possibilities of the communications media available at the time. When it became clear to
the Dutch people that the Netherlands was involved, many panicked, because they were afraid
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that they would be drafted for military service again.36 The threat suddenly felt “enormous” to
people. The Berlin Wall had fallen, and the new security situation was beyond comprehension
for many people. Back then there was no internet, and communications between the base and
the local citizens took place through the telephone. The base received many phone calls from
people who wondered: “what is happening abroad and how will it impact on us here?” (van
Dam). Now, in the digital age, the base mainly communicates via their website, on which
there is a “Questions and Answers’-section, in which frequently asked questions, mostly
regarding noise and the role of the AWACS, are answered. Moreover, if the airbase remains
operational after its usual opening times—after 10 p.m., or during the weekends—the public
affairs office sends a press release to local newspaper de Limburger and to the local television
station L1 TV. An example that he names, is that when two public officials needed to land
somewhere covertly, Geilenkirchen Air Base served this purpose. The commercial Maastricht
Airport is also nearby, but according to van Dam, it is much easier to land on the military
airfield, for which the base is also intended. In such cases, the base personnel do not
communicate to the local citizens why the base stays open longer—rather, they state it is due
to “operational conditions” (van Dam).
L’Espoir is not fully convinced of the communication emerging from the base.
Overall, he regards the communication as “one-sided”: although it is communicated when
more flights take place because of, for example, a public holiday, developments such as the
investment in new cockpits, are not communicated. According to L’Espoir, in response to the
protests, the Ministry of Defense has drawn up a few guidelines in consultation with the
affected municipalities: improving communication with local citizens; using a flight simulator
more often; outsourcing certain flights and considering some other technical possibilities. All
of these solutions were “thrown in the trash”, says L’Espoir, adding that he can be a judge of
this, because he is on the AWACS Committee in which all the involved parties deliberate.
4.3. AWACS and The Environment: Tree Felling, Noise Pollution and Public
Health
L’Espoir explains that while the members of STOP-Awacs come from different sociopolitical backgrounds, what unites them it their “fight for a sustainable society.” He argues
that the association was engaged with environmental issues far before “environmentalism”
36

While the Dutch armed forces nowadays consist of professional personnel, until 1997, conscription was
compulsory until the age of 35. However, compulsory military service still applies in the Netherlands. There has
been a suspension of the attendance requirement since 1 May 1997. The Ministry of Defense has therefore not
called for new conscripts since 1 August 1996 (“Dienstplicht”).
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and “sustainability” became “hot topic,” because these issues affect them on a daily basis. He
explains that the members want to pass on a world in which their children can live a better
life, in a society where people are put at the center, their health is taken into account and in
which they can continue to develop, without being plagued by noise and emissions, or by the
chance of getting seriously ill and dying younger. He hereby points to the intersection of
multiple concerns in connection to the AWACS: sustaining the earth and its resources,
concerns for public health due to emissions and noise pollution, as well as the mental effects
of these concerns taken together.
The noise pollution is the most tangible environmental issue, but he names the
emissions associated with the aircraft as an important issue as well: “You hear in every single
climate report that the earth must become cleaner from emissions” (L’Espoir). According to
L’Espoir, everyone is talking about the environment—about the dangers of nitrogen and CO2emissions, yet these old aircraft are allowed to roam the skies: “How can you explain to
citizens that they have to live more sustainably, while the Dutch government propagates the
use of this type of aircraft?” (L’Espoir). What also concerns him is that these types of heavy
aircraft are not used for civil aviation, and not without reason. While a citizen who drives a
car has to make sure it is fuel-efficient and has to pay environmental taxes, the AWACS
planes are allowed to fly tax-free, despite their emissions. He concludes that NATO and the
defense establishment have a position outside of the law. Civilians must abide by the law, but
NATO and the military do not have to (L’Espoir). L’Espoir connects the aircraft emissions
not only to global warming, but also to public health. He explains that the Association of
General Practitioners has also supported the association in the past, because of health
concerns related to the AWACS. Moreover, there is a retired General Practitioner on the
board, who does the board work because he had experienced first-hand in his practice in
Schinveld that people “literally became sick of the noise pollution” (L’Espoir).
While the noise pollution might be the most prominent issue associated with the
AWACS, the tree felling in Schinveld Forest was the “catalyst” for pushing this local problem
onto the national agenda. Simultaneously, however, in L’Espoir’s words, it demonstrated that
“people and nature do not matter to the Dutch government,” because “a forest that took
hundreds of years to grow was broken down in two days.” STOP-Awacs and GroenFront, a
network of radical environmental activists from the Netherlands and Flanders, have
challenged the tree felling through both judicial action and protests. Although this was only
partly successful—6 hectares were saved but 4 hectares lost—the demonstration did unite the
local population as one, says L’Espoir: “It was our forest against NATO as a conqueror, as an
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occupying power. The struggle made that quite clear. 1500 local people stayed in that forest at
night” (L’Espoir). The tree felling was later declared illegal by the Raad van State, the highest
court in the Netherlands that can rule on a dispute between citizen and government. As a
result, the Dutch government had to financially compensate the involved parties. For the
association that compensation was about €200,000, for individual people who took part in the
litigation the compensation it was about €500 (L’Espoir). All in all, L’Espoir, on behalf of
STOP-Awacs, makes a clear connection between power asymmetry and the environment,
arguing that it is the general public who is expected to live more sustainably, but the same is
not expected of the defense establishment.

Figure 11. Members of environmental protest group GroenFront! in trees of Schinveld Forest. Source:
www.marcelvandenbergh.com
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Figure 12. People protesting the tree felling of Schinveld Forest. Source: www.marcelvandenbergh.com

Van Dam also addresses the felling of trees for the AWACS from the perspective of
NATO. It was proposed, at a multinational level, to remove some acres of forest and to fly
less in return, but this proposal was declined. Another shortening of the treetops is necessary,
because the trees in Schinveld Forest, which belongs to the Dutch Ministry of Defense,
obstruct the visibility of the left-most runway landing light, which are necessary for the
aircraft to safely take-off and land. While, according to van Dam, it is necessary to cut off
about 4 meters of the tree’s heights, when this was addressed in the AWACS committee,
STOP Awacs Overlast responded that it had a plan of action ready to start demonstrating if “a
single tree was touched.” At the last protest, in 2006, about 400 demonstrators were present.
Van Dam predicts that a next time, there will be more, due to the possible use of online social
media to call people to action. Nonetheless, if protests were to erupt, it is an issue of the
Ministry of Defense, not of NATO. If safety is undermined and the Netherlands does not
undertake sufficient action, the base will have to take over and “solve the issue themselves,”
because a plane crash must be prevented at all costs. But, overall, it is not expected that
demonstrators will hinder the take-off of the aircraft and that the issue will remain that of the
Ministry of Defense (van Dam).
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According to van Dam, there is no talk of how to address environmental issues in the
NATO-wide StratCom programs, for this is not an issue that is the responsibility of NATO,
but rather of the individual member countries. The main issues it addresses are how to
combine combat forces and get every country to reach a minimum of two percent defense
spending of the country’s Gross Domestic Product threshold, a guideline which serves as “an
indicator of a country’s political will to contribute to the Alliance’s common defence efforts”
(“Funding Nato”). Every country makes their own contribution to the NATO reaction forces.
The Dutch Air Force, for example, contributes six F16 Fighting Falcons. Whether such
contributions are environmentally friendly, is an issue that the country itself must take into
account. Not every country is equally committed to this, but the Dutch Ministry of Defense is
working actively on sustainability, says van Dam. An example which he names, is a
collaboration with the Delft University of Technology to look at how to use the motor of the
solar car they developed at the university in military vehicles. However, because the air base
is hosted in a certain location, they do bear in mind taking care of the environment and the
community surrounding the base, within the parameters of following orders from the NATO
headquarters in Brussels, SHAPE in Mons, and JFC Brunssum respectively. Apart from noise
mitigation, this includes waste processing and energy efficiency. To sum up, “we are merely
the executors of orders from above” (van Dam).
4.4. Can Local Protests Influence (Inter)national Politics? Achievements and
Limitations
The Vereniging STOP-Awacs Overlast, in L’Espoir’s words, is an association of “local
people united against an international issue.” Members are of various political colors and
there is not one political party that predominates amongst the members. However, because it
is an international issue that the local citizens are combating, there are limitations to their
influence. Nonetheless, the years of resistance have not been without small successes. Both
the achievements and limitations of the local resistance will be discussed below.
The measures that STOP-Awacs employs are “all legal means”—from peaceful
protests to lobbying. Formerly, legal action in court was also included in these measures, until
the appeal to the highest court was lost. The municipal council of Onderbanken has declared
that the air base must be closed. The municipal council of Brunssum has not yet declared this,
but they have declared their solidarity and say that the nuisance should be mitigated
(L’Espoir). Local progressive parties in Brunssum and Onderbanken also support STOPAwacs, such as Progressief Akkoord Brunssum (PAK) and De Vernieuwingsgroep (VG) in
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Onderbanken. What is important to note, L’Espoir adds, is that while these parties support
their cause, they do not claim responsibility for their work: the association is completely
independent. There are local political parties who invest time and money in the issue because
they regard it as important, but people support their cause based on a vast range of ideas and
political ideologies: the AWACS nuisance unites these people regardless of their sociopolitical backgrounds. STOP-Awacs is also supported by GreenFront (GroenFront!), a
network of environmental activists from the Netherlands and Flanders (L’Espoir).
What STOP-Awacs has achieved, says L’Espoir, is that the amount of flight
movements has decreased. Moreover, there is now a sound monitor funded by the Ministry of
Defense and the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment and the municipalities
together, which measure the noise in decibels instead of Kosteneenheden—a unit of
measurement that means little to the “average citizen.” Once a year, a report is published and
handed to the AWACS Committee on the peak noises of above 99.9 decibels, a noise level
which the Raad van State (Supreme Court) has declared is “very harmful”. The members of
the AWACS Committee that represent STOP Awacs realize that it is not the fault of the base
and its personnel; it is a political issue. L’Espoir explains that they realize that a soldier has to
carry out orders and the base personnel can say little more than “we are doing our best to
change it.” Another very important win for the association was the six hectares of Schinveld
Forest that were saved from felling (L’Espoir).
According to L’Espoir. there have been numerous investigations around the
implications for public health and investigations into the effects of the noise itself, but these
studies have led to little actual change. After the tree felling, the situation became especially
precarious and the Ministry of Defense realized it could not go on this way. The House of
Representatives asked for an investigation, which led to the Landrum & Brown study
commissioned by NATO. The study by Landrum & Brown has provided the NATO base with
numerous alternatives, such as moving the runway towards the German side, but these have
not been implemented because they were deemed too expensive and because Geilenkirchen
opposed it. Another issue that L’Espoir raises is that between 800 million and 1 billion euros
have been invested in new cockpits for the aircraft, but not in noise reduction measures, and,
therefore, NATO and the Ministry are “knowingly cheating the people” (L’Espoir).
When asked about the issue of choosing cockpits over more silent engines, van Dam
explained that the individual member countries together decided that the cockpits had the
priority over silent engines, for the replacement was necessary to meet international aviation
standards. Nonetheless, according to van Dam, the base personnel is doing “all they can” to
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mitigate the noise nuisance. He argues the base has followed most of the recommendations in
the 2009 Landrum & Brown report. The base personnel are also continuously considering
other alternatives, such as replacing some “touch and go’s”—the AWACS’ training flights—
to the Baltic states. This would solve two problems at once: NATO seeks to increase
awareness of the presence of NATO’s “eye’s in the sky,” but the aircraft are not currently
visible as they fly at a height of 10 kilometers. By executing some training flights there,
NATO would increase the visibility of their presence, while simultaneously reducing noise
pollution in Geilenkirchen (Van Dam).
Apart from technical changes, the Landrum & Brown report also proposed some
measures to enhance communication between the base and the surrounding community.
According to van Dam, his predecessors—then a group of five, as opposed to the two public
affairs officers currently employed—followed many of these communication-related advices.
In 2009, the AWACS Committee, which had been shut down because it was no longer
deemed constructive, was reinstated to continue deliberation between the involved parties.
Moreover, a website and Facebook page were set-up to be able to inform the people. In order
to make it easier for people to file a complaint, a central bureau was established to regulate
noise complaints According to van Dam, this is also a possible explanation for an increase in
complaints—it simply became easier to file one. The more extensive and costly proposals
from the report, such as silent engines and the extension of the runway, were not executed
because all the member states have to agree to such changes and resources that can also be
spent otherwise must be allocated to them. There is little understanding from other member
states of the high number of complaints received in the region, says van Dam. He explains
that many countries—such as Poland and Hungary—would have happily hosted a base, for a
military base comes with employment opportunity. Especially since the coal mines were shut
down, such employment, he deems, is vital to the area of Zuid-Limburg.
The lobbying efforts of STOP-Awacs mainly take shape in the sharing of information
within the AWACS Committee and with members of Dutch Parliament. Whether these efforts
are effective, depends heavily on the ideological dimensions and composition of the political
parties that are addressed. The association also shares information with the public through
social media and their website. However, it is difficult to find people committed to keeping
this information up to date, says L’Espoir. NATO is not an easy opponent, so a “long breath”
is necessary; in order to be a member of the association’s board, you need patience and
endurance. Nonetheless, many people remained a member of the association of the years, and
L’Espoir claims that, in the case of another demonstration in the future, STOP-Awacs expects
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to be able to mobilize about 1,500 people (L’Espoir). Although the association has a large
support base within the local governments, these municipalities are not in charge of issues
within NATO, and, therefore, their influence has been limited. The AWACS dossier is not a
file from the municipality of Brunssum or Onderbanken, but of the Dutch national
government. Representatives of the municipalities are represented in the AWACS Committee,
but, as L’Espoir puts it: all you can do is talk about the issues and hope that local authorities
can influence the national government in order to actually make a change.
Van Dam also addresses the limitations of combating a NATO-wide decision on a
local level. Even if STOP-Awacs is able to exert some influence on Dutch government, the
influence that the Netherlands can have over the issue on its own is limited. This is the case
because international aviation law deals with civil aircraft and exempts military aircraft. The
airspace in which the AWACS take off and land is deemed international airspace. If the
Netherlands was to pass a law regulating the amount of flights above its territory, it would, in
doing so, overrule the “NATO Airworthiness Policy” which “ensures airworthiness of all
aeronautical products, parts and appliances provided by NATO and Partner nations in the
context of NATO and NATO-led missions and operations” (“NATO Policy for Civil/Military
Aircraft”; Van Dam). Moreover, decision-making within NATO is based on consensus, and
therefore the influence of one country is limited in any policy area. This means that there is no
voting in NATO decision-making. Rather, consultations take place until consensus is reached,
or countries agree to disagree (“Consensus Decision-Making at NATO”; Van Dam).
According to L’Espoir, this demonstrates that the Dutch government is a “lapdog of
the United States and NATO.” According to him, the Netherlands is often involved in U.S.led global conflict, such as in Iran. He also points to an asymmetry between the “periphery”
and “center” of the Netherlands: according to him, Limburg is the “periphery” in which the
national government in The Hague is not interested. The area around Geilenkirchen Air Base
is not comparable to the Randstad— a megalopolis in the central-west of the Netherlands
consisting primarily of the four largest Dutch cities. If this base had been located in the
Randstad, L’Espoir argues, the issue would have already been resolved (L’Espoir).
What these explanations from both “sides” highlight, is that while the issue is taken
seriously and efforts to mitigate the noise are being taken, it is difficult to account for local
issues within a large multinational organization based on consensus decision-making. The
solutions that STOP-Awacs demands are costly and therefore have not been prioritized by the
member states over more urgent security matters, such as the necessity of the cockpits.
Moreover, once investments in a base have been made, it is difficult to convince these
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member states to close the base or move it elsewhere. As a NATO member state, the
Netherlands cannot simply make the unilateral decision to forbid the AWACS to fly over their
airspace without repercussions. For the STOP-Awacs association, this is connected to larger
issues of a geographical power asymmetry both within the Netherlands, between the “center”
and “periphery,” and within NATO, in which the United States has more leverage than a
smaller country such as the Netherlands.
Conclusion and the Future of AWACS
It has been decided at NATO-level that the current AWACS will be employed until
2035, but the necessity of information provision will remain beyond that time. According to
van Dam, NATO is currently looking at how this demand will be met in the future. A possible
alternative is the Boeing 737 AEW&C or “E-7 Wedgetail” aircraft, which the British Royal
Air Force have recently purchased. It is a comparable airborne early warning and control
aircraft with a horizontal radar on top. Another option that is being looked at, is a combination
of satellites and drones; possibly even a European satellite navigation system used for
defense. If NATO were to create its own satellite network, it would no longer be dependent
on other parties. What is certain is that the future information providers will be much more
silent than the AWACS: “We are not going to fly with those old AWACS anymore. They
make a lot of noise—I completely agree with that, but the decision has been made politically
that we will continue to fly with them until 2035. We do everything we can to limit the noise”
(van Dam).
Meanwhile, the municipality of Beekdaelen (formerly Onderbanken) has stated that it
will not cooperate with further tree toppings in Schinveld Forest (Claessens, “Beekdaelen
Blijft Tegen Bomenkap”). Local protests are continuing in 2020, the latest of which was
attended by a few dozen people, in response to a visit by State Secretary of Defense Barbara
Visser to Schinveld (Claessens, “Lawaaiprotest tegen ‘Awacs’”). The visit, meant to talk
about the noise nuisance and the tree felling, was disappointing for the protesters and local
politicians: the most recent damage claim of 200 million that the municipalities of Brunssum
and Beekdaelen demanded has not been granted (Claessens, “Eis Brunssum en Beekdaelen”;
“Geen Stille Motoren AWACS”). Although a new investigation into the possibility for quieter
engines, announced in 2019, seemed to give a temporary prospect of a solution, this wish was
not granted either (Claessens, “Nieuw Onderzoek”; “Geen Stille Motoren AWACS”). In a
letter to Parliament, STOP-Awacs has responded to the visit from Visser, which can be
translated to:
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“During her visit to Beekdaelen on 15 January 2020, State Secretary Ms. Visser made
it clear that this cabinet has no regard for public health and environmental problems in
the east of Zuid-Limburg. This problem dates from 1980 and the local population …
has lost all confidence in the national government and our legal system. … The
Secretary of State's answer is not worthy of a constitutional state, it suits a banana
republic. … The environment is a central issue everywhere in the Netherlands, except
when it comes to the nuisance caused by AWACS aircraft above Zuid-Limburg.”
(“Brief aan Tweede Kamer”)
The feelings of local social and environmental problems being treated as inferior to security
issues expressed in this letter points to why it is important to tell their story: the power
dynamics at play on a local level can be connected with those on a national and global level.
The fact that the local citizens cannot win the fight against NATO, points to the political
complexity of multinational decision-making and how a country that lacks the coercive power
of a global power such as the United States may find their hands tied. As a result, in the eyes
of these citizens, their national government has lost legitimacy.

Figure 13. The most recent protest against AWACS noise, in 2020. Left sign: “The war = over; we are happy
with silence; what a waste, we want silence. AWACS quit and stop!” Right sign: “Stop noise terror; stop
whining; enough = enough; away with AWACS; tranquility + silence is okay.” Source: De Limburger
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I cannot conclude whether the AWACS are a necessity for global security or, instead,
a threat to the livelihood and living space of the citizens who experience their presence, for
there is not one “absolute truth,” in this case. While different issues may be emphasized or
exaggerated in discussion between both sides, they both have a righteous claim. One principle
that few would disagree with, which can be applied both in peace and wartime, is that the
military must not cause unnecessary harm. How to determine what is necessary and what is
not, is more complicated, and depends on individual values and experiences (Wilcox 163164). It is up to law enforcements and policy makers to determine the most balanced way of
meeting both ends through a significant international environmental legal framework for
military activities not just at home, but in host countries as well (Wilcox vii-viii). While some
conflicts between values of environmental and military security remain unresolved, the world
witnesses an unprecedented improvement of the military’s compliance with environmental
laws, and environmental management is seen as an important part of the management of an
installation (Wilcox 166). Thus, the intent of this work is not to make any “absolute”
theoretical causal inferences about the effects of a military presence or military bases. Instead,
it seeks to highlight the complexity and distinct features of this specific case. In doing so, the
study of Geilenkirchen Air Base can aid in the understanding of how military bases across the
globe may impact those who live near it in different ways depending on geopolitical,
historical, social and environmental contexts. Even for this specific case, the experience
differed between those on the Dutch and German side of the border, which emphasizes the
importance of taking the distinct features of each military presence in consideration when
looking to make broader inferences.
Some (careful) broader implications can be made, nonetheless. I have sought to
demonstrate that in understanding notions of “American empire,” we must not disregard the
influence over Europe that the United States was able to exert through the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization. And, therefore, in investigating physical manifestation of this empire,
we must also look at NATO bases. The power dynamics in the decision-making with regards
to the AWACS-purchase, in which American lobbying played an important role, demonstrate
how the AWACS, too, can be seen as a fragment of the “American empire” in its broadest
interpretation. I have also discussed how NATO experiences internal struggles, and how it has
experienced these throughout its history, which may seem especially threatening in the new
hybrid threat environment. Nevertheless, the Alliance defies Neorealist arguments about its
inevitable demise in the absence of a bipolar power struggle, as it exists to this day. It does
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recognize that in absence of such a clear geopolitical “enemy,” it needs to take into account
soft power measures alongside its hard power capabilities in order to enhance its legitimacy in
the post-9/11 world. Especially in Western Europe, military conflict may seem a distant
concept and the necessity of NATO may not seem self-evident. We have seen this
demonstrated in the case of Geilenkirchen Air Base, as the efforts of communicating the
strategic necessity and positive economic effects have not been able to trump the negative
environmental effects experienced by local citizens.
My thesis has also sought to highlight the transnational connections that can be made
between movements that unite against a military presence, for they may connect it with
themes that were salient globally, especially during the Cold War, such as anti-militarization,
pacifism, anti-nuclearization, anti-Americanism, environmentalism, power asymmetries
within and between states, power asymmetries between ‘civil’ and defense activities within
the legal system, and even (a loss of faith in) democracy and the legal system as a whole.
Overall, it has shown that many different meanings can be ascribed to a military presence,
depending on the “lens” with which it is looked at. Looking through a lens which focuses on
decision-making by state officials, we see that the AWACS-purchase represented a moment
of unity and a breakthrough in the slow consensus-decision making within NATO. In doing
so, we may emphasize, like Lundestad, the elements of an “empire by invitation” and define
the AWACS in terms of strategic and political necessity. However, if we look at the
grassroots level, as Lutz would urge us to do, we also see that this top-down decision-making
disregarded, in part, how this decision could lead to decades of resistance against its negative
socio-environmental implications.
In employing an “hourglass” structure, starting with the geopolitical contexts in which
the AWACS played a role and ending with how it is experienced and resisted at the place in
which they are stationed, I have sought to illustrate the dynamics between the international
and the local, and how we must take into account multiple actors, voices and dimensions in
order to gain a full picture of such a complex issue as the collective NATO AWACS-purchase
and its effects. Separately, these levels of analysis tell us only a part of the story. Without
taking into account global contexts, we would not have been able to understand why the
AWACS were stationed in Geilenkirchen. We would also have not been able to recognize
transnationally recurring themes in the resistance against military presences in general, how
these movements may have collaborated and learned from each other and how local resistance
may change along with changes on the global stage. Without taking into account the local
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ramifications of top-down decision-making, however, we would have aided in the
marginalization of these local voices at the expense of geopolitical considerations.
Geilenkirchen Air Base represents only a fraction of the global basing structure; the
remains of the American “empire by invitation” which was extended by the NATO-alliance; a
symptom of the Cold War struggle between the East and West. Nonetheless, this tiny dot on
the map has impacted some people so significantly that they have dedicated a large portion of
their lives to fighting against its effects. While their successes may seem small and the fight
against the large multinational NATO impossible to win, the resistance has been of great
importance in putting these military presences on the map and making sense of how they
impact lives locally. As Catherine Lutz puts it:
“One of the positive results of these local critics’ efforts is that they highlight that
there is a U.S. base there. Moreover, the cumulative effect of these movements has
been to make the empire-building project more difficult overall.” (Lutz x).
The fact that I am able to write about the issue today, by collecting traces in the form of
written and oral stories that these movements have left behind since late 1970s, attests to the
importance of their efforts in helping us understand how military bases have historically, and
currently still are, impacting the daily lives of the people living near them. By leaving these
traces, the resistance against the AWACS has ensured that Geilenkirchen Air Base has
become more than a tiny dot on a map.

Baan s4453484/81

Works Cited
Oral Interviews Conducted by the Author
Van Dam, Albert. Geilenkirchen, 14 Oct. 2019. Recording in possession of the author.
L’Espoir, Servie. Heerlen, 24 Jul. 2019. Recording in possession of the author.
Archival Sources
“Actiedag tegen komst AWACS”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 8 Jan. 1982, p. 13.
Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010571015:mpeg21:p013
“Als AWACS naar Geilenkirchen komt”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 17 Nov. 1978, p.
19. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010563004:mpeg21:p019
“Amerikanen Stallen Tanks En Ander Zwaar Geschut in Limburg.” NOS, 15 Dec. 2016,
nos.nl/artikel/2148435-amerikanen-stallen-tanks-en-ander-zwaar-geschut-inlimburg.html.
“ANP Nieuwsbericht Awac Basis”. 28 Apr. 1978. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=anp:1978:04:28:120:mpeg21
“ANP Nieuwsbericht Betogingen Brd”. 19 Apr. 1984. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct.
2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=anp:1984:04:19:95:mpeg21
“ANP Nieuwsbericht Kamer”. 7 Feb. 1979. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct.
2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=anp:1979:02:07:111:mpeg21
“ANP Nieuwsbericht Protest Tegen Awacs”. 7 Jun. 1980. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct.
2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=anp:1980:06:07:80:mpeg21
“ANP Nieuwsbericht Tegen AWACS Teveren”. 20 Apr. 1981. Retrieved from Delpher on 8
Oct. 2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=anp:1981:04:20:47:mpeg21
“AWACS Gaat Gewoon Door”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 31 Jul. 1990, p. 4. Retrieved
from Delpher on 26 Jan 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010623817:mpeg21:p004
“AWACS Hebben Primair een Offensief Karakter”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 23 Jan.
1982, p. 9. Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010571028:mpeg21:p009
“AWACS Komt Zeker Naar Geilenkirchen”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 29 Sep. 1978,

Baan s4453484/82
p. 19. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010563116:mpeg21:p019
“AWACS Nog Erger Dan Verwacht”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 26 Feb. 1983, p. 7.
Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010377960:mpeg21:p007
“AWACS Oorzaak Protesten Tegen OG-belasting”. Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 2 Apr.
1983, p. 13. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010593642:mpeg21:p013
“Awacs Protest in Europe.” The New York Times, 6 Feb. 1982,
www.nytimes.com/1982/02/06/world/awacs-protest-in-europe.html.
“AWAC’s project werd Europa door Amerika opgedrongen”. Nieuwsblad van het Noorden.
Groningen, 18 Jul. 1978, p. 4. Retrieved from Delpher on 14 Apr. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:011018216:mpeg21:p004
“Basiscommandant Over AWACS-taken: “Eerder uitbreiding dan inkrimping taken”.
Limburgsch dagblad. Heerlen, 26 Jan. 1990, p. 15. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan.
2020, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010624065:mpeg21:p015
Bemelmans, Matheu. “Awacs-Basis Dicht? Duitsers Tegen, Limburg Juicht.” Trouw, 5 Nov.
1995, www.trouw.nl/nieuws/awacs-basis-dicht-duitsers-tegen-limburgjuicht~b48b6949/.
“Brief Aan Tweede Kamer.” Vereniging Stop Awacs, 5 Feb. 2020, www.stopawacs.nl/stopawacs/brief-aan-tweede-kamer/.
“Brunssum wijst NAVO-vliegveld af”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 25 Oct. 1978, p. 8.
Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010376684:mpeg21:p008
Boere, Raymond. “Tanks En Ander Wapentuig in Eygelshoven.” De Limburger,
Limburger.nl, 9 Dec. 2016, www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20161209_00029702/tanks-enander-wapentuig-in-eygelshoven.
Claessens, Geertjan. “Awacs-Basis Verwacht 40.000 Bezoekers Bij Open Dagen.” De
Limburger, Limburger.nl, 12 Jun. 2017,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20170612_00041800/awacs-basis-verwacht-40-000bezoekers-bij-open-dagen.
Claessens, Geertjan. “Beekdaelen Blijft Tegen Bomenkap in Schinveldse Bossen Voor

Baan s4453484/83
Awacs.” De Limburger, Limburger.nl, 16 Sep. 2019,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20190916_00123091/beekdaelen-blijft-tegen-bomenkap-inschinveldse-bossen-voor-awacs.
Claessens, Geertjan. “Eis Brunssum En Beekdaelen: 200 Miljoen Voor Overlast Awacs.” De
Limburger, Limburger.nl, 15 Jan. 2020,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20200114_00141970/eis-brunssum-en-beekdaelen-200miljoen-voor-overlast-awacs.
Claessens, Geertjan. “Lawaaiprotest Tegen Awacs Aangekondigd Bij Komst Staatssecretaris
Naar Schinveld.” De Limburger, Limburger.nl, 6 Jan. 2020,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20200106_00139690/lawaaiprotest-tegen-awacsaangekondigd-bij-komst-staatssecretaris-naar-schinveld.
Claessens, Geertjan. “Nieuw Onderzoek Naar Stillere Motoren Awacs.” De Limburger,
Limburger.nl, 1 Jul. 2019, www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20190701_00112614/nieuwonderzoek-naar-stillere-motoren-awacs.
“Defensie Erkent Fouten Met Asbest in Cannerberg.” De Volkskrant, 23 Apr. 1997,
www.volkskrant.nl/nieuws-achtergrond/defensie-erkent-fouten-met-asbest-incannerberg~b11f47d0/.
“Defensie houdt van natuur en Awacs”. NRC Handelsblad. Rotterdam, 30 Aug. 1985, p. 2.
Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000029867:mpeg21:p002
“Defensie wil meer ruimte voor Awacs”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 10 Jun. 1994, p. 11.
Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010638172:mpeg21:p011
“Demonstratie tegen komst Awacs”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 5 Feb. 1982, p. 4. Retrieved
from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010377380:mpeg21:p004
“Directie van chemisch bedrijf wijst Awacs op veiligheidsrisico’s”. Limburgsch Dagblad.
Heerlen, 29 Oct. 1994, p. 1. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010638114:mpeg21:p001
“Fietsers Voor de Vrede Oogsten Applaus.” Trouw. Meppel, 1 Sep. 1979, p. 9. Retrieved
from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010825148:mpeg21:p009
“Geen Geluidsarmere Motoren voor AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 27 Nov. 1991,

Baan s4453484/84
p. 17. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010637345:mpeg21:p017
“Geen Stille Motoren AWACS en Geen Geld Geluidsoverlast.” Sittard-Geleen Nieuws, 15
Jan. 2020, sittard-geleen.nieuws.nl/nieuws/20200115/geen-stille-motoren-awacs-engeen-geld-geluidsoverlast/.
"Gemeente wint geding Awacs". NRC Handelsblad. Rotterdam, 24 Oct. 1985, p. 3. Retrieved
from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000029977:mpeg21:p003
Graaf, Peter de. “'Defensie Hield Zich Steeds Van De Domme'.” De Volkskrant, 17 Nov.
2016, www.volkskrant.nl/nieuws-achtergrond/defensie-hield-zich-steeds-van-dedomme~be203b15/?referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F.
“Informatieavond in Brunssum veel protesten tegen AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad.
Heerlen, 27 Oct. 1978, p. 1. Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Aug. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010563083:mpeg21:p017
“Irritatie over meldpunt Navo-vliegbasis Geilenkirchen”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 29
Aug. 1994, p. 5. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010638061:mpeg21:p005
“Koers Awacs graad verlegd”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 14 Feb. 1992, p. 13. Retrieved
from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010637284:mpeg21:p013
"Komst AWACS gaat vliegveld Geilenkirchen reactiveren”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 1
Sep. 1978, p. 1. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010563092:mpeg21:p017
“Limburgs bos staat Awacs Navo in de weg”. NRC Handelsblad. Rotterdam, 17 Jan. 1985, p.
2. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000028089:mpeg21:p002
“Limburg Tegen Vliegbasis”. De Waarheid, Amsterdam, 20 Jan. 1979, p. 3. Retrieved from
Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010376833:mpeg21:p003
“Luns stelt NAVO-Awacs in gebruik”. Het Parool. Amsterdam, 29 Jun. 1982, p. 7. Retrieved
from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010846946:mpeg21:p007
“Massaal protest tegen AWACS bij Nederlandse grens”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 8 Feb.

Baan s4453484/85
1982, p. 1. Retrieved from Delpher on 30 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010377382:mpeg21:p001
“Minder campinggasten door lawaai AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 14 Jul. 1983,
p. 13. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010593720:mpeg21:p013
“Militarisering in Limburg Legpuzzel van een Kruitvat”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 20 Mar
1982, p. 4. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010985074:mpeg21:p004
“Militarisme Euregio onderwerp busreis”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 19 Oct. 1984, p. 21.
Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010593326:mpeg21:p021
“Nederlanders welkom in Euro-Service-Center Geilenkirchen”. Limburgsch Dagblad.
Heerlen, 13 Aug. 1992, p. 15. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010637485:mpeg21:p015
“Nieuw protest tegen AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 10 Apr. 1980, p. 16.
Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010570795:mpeg21:p016
“Nog Steeds Hoop op Beter Overleg in Awacscommissie”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 18
Mar. 1991, p. 7. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010623550:mpeg21:p007
“Ook Nederlanders onder Bemanning NAVO-Awacs in Turkije”. Nederlands Dagblad:
Gereformeerd Gezinsblad. Amersfoort, 26 Jan. 1991, p. 11. Retrieved from Delpher
on 26 Jan. 2020, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010559569:mpeg21:p011
“Pastores Brunssum tegen reactivering van Geilenkirchen”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 26
Sep. 1978, p. 12. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010563113:mpeg21:p012
“Protest”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 17 Jan. 1979, p. 8. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct.
2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010376830:mpeg21:p008
“PSP Protesteert Tegen Vliegend Radarsysteem”. De Volkskrant. 's-Hertogenbosch, 25 Nov.
1978, p. 9. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010882156:mpeg21:p009
“Samen Sterker, Hopen Limburgse Vredesgroepen”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 29 Dec.
1982, p. 4. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010378347:mpeg21:p004

Baan s4453484/86
“Staf E-3A op Teveren antwoordt op kritiek van actiegroepen”. Limburgsch Dagblad.
Heerlen, 4 Feb. 1982, p. 15. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010570989:mpeg21:p015
“Spel zonder grenzen”. De Volkskrant. 's-Hertogenbosch, 16 Jan. 1982, p. 2. Retrieved from
Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010857341:mpeg21:p054
“Tegenstanders Awacs: Meer bomen gekapt dan toegegeven”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen,
27 Oct. 1988, p. 15. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010611805:mpeg21:p015
“Tussen het gebulder door lijkt het weer rustig”. NRC Handelsblad. Rotterdam, 31 Dec. 1988,
p. 3. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000030026:mpeg21:p003
“Vredesontbijt voor poort NATO/AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 4 Feb. 1982, p.
15. Retrieved from Delpher on 30 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010570989:mpeg21:p015
“Vrijuit Hulp van Klein Duimpje in de Strijd Tegen de Awacs-reus”. Limburgsch Dagblad.
Heerlen, 16 Oct. 1993, p. 23. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010637669:mpeg21:p023
“Waardedaling huizen door AWACS minder dan verwacht”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen,
11 Dec. 1986, p. 9. Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010611138:mpeg21:p009
“Wandelend protest tegen komst Awacs”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 15 May. 1979, p. 5.
Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010570229:mpeg21:p005
“Warm onthaal voor AWACS van vredesbeweging”. De Waarheid. Amsterdam, 6 Feb. 1982,
p. 4. Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010377381:mpeg21:p004
Wijnands, Math. “Awacs zelfs inzetbaar in strijd tegen drugs”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen,
21 Mar. 1992, p. 19. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010637264:mpeg21:p019
“Zuid-Limburg Vermilitariseert: Arbeidsplaatsen Doet Provincie Weer een Legerdepot
Slikken” Trouw. Meppel, 27 Apr. 1988, p. 14. Retrieved from Delpher on 27 Jan.
2020, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010825806:mpeg21:p014

Baan s4453484/87
Historical and Theoretical Framework
“About Us.” StratCom, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, www.stratcomcoe.org/about-us.
Adnan, Indra. “Why NATO Needs Soft Power.” USC Center on Public Diplomacy,
University of Southern California, 3 May 2012,
www.uscpublicdiplomacy.org/blog/why-nato-needs-soft-power.
“AWACS Fleet.” NATO AWACS E-3A | AWACS Fleet, awacs.nato.int/organisation/awacsfleet.aspx.
Boutwell, Jeffrey. “Politics and the Peace Movement in West Germany.” International
Security, vol. 7, no. 4, 1983, p. 72., doi:10.2307/2626732.
Brouwers, Arnout. “Ergernissen Genoeg, Maar Niemand Die De Navo-Polis Echt Wil
Opzeggen.” De Volkskrant, De Volkskrant, 1 Dec. 2019, www.volkskrant.nl/nieuwsachtergrond/ergernissen-genoeg-maar-niemand-die-de-navo-polis-echt-wilopzeggen~b079ae08/.
Boekestijn, et al. “De Toekomst Van De NAVO En De Veiligheid Van Europa.” Commissie
Voor Vrede En Veiligheid, Adviesraad Voor International Vraagstukken, 10 Nov.
2017, dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/1874/360003.
“Consensus Decision-Making at NATO.” NATO, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 16 Feb.
2003, www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_49178.htm.
“Current Operations.” NATO AWACS E-3A | Current Operations,
awacs.nato.int/operations/current-operations.aspx.
“Dienstplicht.” Defensiepersoneel | Rijksoverheid.nl, Ministerie Van Algemene Zaken, 9 Jan.
2020, www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/defensiepersoneel/dienstplicht.
Droff, Josselin, and Alfredo R. Paloyo. “Assessing the Regional Economic Impacts of
Defense Activities – A Survey of Methods.” SSRN Electronic Journal, 2013,
doi:10.2139/ssrn.2280309.
Dufour, Jules. “The Worldwide Network of US Military Bases.” Global Research, 15 Apr.
2018, www.globalresearch.ca/the-worldwide-network-of-us-military-bases-2/5564.
Duke, Simon, and Wolfgang Krieger. U.S. Military Forces in Europe: The Early Years, 19451970. Westview Press, 1993.
Erlanger, Steven. “Macron Says NATO Is Experiencing 'Brain Death' Because of
Trump.” The New York Times, 7 Nov. 2019,
www.nytimes.com/2019/11/07/world/europe/macron-nato-brain-death.html
“Fighter Aircraft.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 5 June 2013,
www.britannica.com/technology/fighter-aircraft#ref172437.

Baan s4453484/88
“Foreign Policy.” Governance and Politics of the Netherlands, by R.B Andeweg and Galen
A. Irwin, Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, pp. 251–271.
“Funding NATO.” NATO, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 11 June 2018,
www.nato.int/cps/ro/natohq/topics_67655.htm.
Gillem, Mark L. America Town: Building the Outposts of Empire. University of Minnesota
Press, 2007.
“Global Warming of 1.5 ºC.” Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 8 Oct. 2018,
www.ipcc.ch/sr15/.
“The Great White Fleet.” Naval History and Heritage Command,
www.history.navy.mil/research/histories/ship-histories/the-great-white-fleet.html.
Harkavy, Robert E. Great Power Competition for Overseas Bases: The Geopolitics of Access
Diplomacy. Pergamon Press, 1982.
Harkavy, Robert E. Strategic Basing and the Great Powers, 1200-2000. Routledge, Imprint of
Taylor & Francis Group, 2016.
Heller, David, and Lammerant, Hans. “U.S. Nuclear Weapons Bases in Europe” The Bases
of Empire: The Global Struggle against U.S. Military Posts, by Catherine Lutz, Pluto,
2009, pp. 96–130.
“History of NATO's Air Headquarters at Ramstein Air Base.” Allied Air Command | History
of NATO's Air Headquarters at Ramstein Air Base, ac.nato.int/history.
Kaplan, Lawrence S. NATO and the United States: The Enduring Alliance. Twayne
Publishers, 1994.
Kaplan, Lawrence S. NATO Divided, NATO United: The Evolution of an Alliance. Praeger,
2004.
“Klachten Informatie Centrum Luchtverkeer.” Klachten Informatie Centrum Luchtverkeer:
Awacs, www.kicl.nl/index.php/luchthavens/commissies/awacs/.
Landrum & Brown. “NATO – Luchtmachtbasis Geilenkirchen Afsluitend Uitgebreid
Onderzoek Slotdocument.” Tweede Kamer, 2 July 2009,
www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?id=2009D34571&did=2009D34571.
Lord, Carnes. Reposturing the Force: U.S. Overseas Presence in the Twenty-First Century.
Naval War College Press, 2005.
Lundestad, Geir. ““Empire by Invitation’ in the American Century.” Wiley Online Library,
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 17 Dec. 2002,
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-7709.00163?sid=worldcat.org.
Lutz, Catherine. The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle against US Military Posts. Pluto

Baan s4453484/89
Press, 2009.
Ministerie van Defensie. “Vliegbases En Luchtmachtonderdelen.” Koninklijke Luchtmacht |
Defensie.nl, Ministerie Van Defensie, 1 Feb. 2019,
www.defensie.nl/organisatie/luchtmacht/vliegbases-en-luchtmachtonderdelen.
“Mission.” NATO AWACS E-3A | Mission, awacs.nato.int/organisation/mission.aspx.
“NATO and Partners Discuss Sustainable Military Compounds in an Operational
Environment: NATO Energy Security Centre of Excellence.” NATO Energy Security
Centre of Excellence, 10 Jun. 2014, enseccoe.org/en/newsroom/nato-and-partnersdiscuss-sustainable-military-compounds-in-an-operational-environment/95.
“NATO Headquarters Reading Room.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 2018,
www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/75465.htm.
“NATO Policy for Civil/Military Aircraft Operating in Support of NATO or NATO-Led
Missions and Operations.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization,
www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_08/20160804_1608-NATOPolicy-civil-military-aircraft.pdf.
“NATO/SPS Short Term Project Environmental Aspects of Military Compounds.” North
Atlantic Treaty Organization, The NATO Science for Peace and Security Program,
2008, www.nato.int/science/topical_ws/eamc/283final_report_Compounds_phaseII.pdf.
“Nato Summit: Trump Blasts Macron 'Brain Dead' Comments as 'Nasty'.” BBC News, BBC, 3
Dec. 2019, www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-50641403.
“Newcomers' Guide HQ JFCBS 2014.” NATO OTAN,
www.randalesser.nl/mkw_upload/newcomersGuide/newcomersguide2014.pdf.
“Operations and Missions: Past and Present.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 11 June
2018, www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_52060.htm.
“Past Operations.” NATO AWACS E-3A | Past Operations, awacs.nato.int/operations/pastoperations.aspx.
“Population and Population Change Statistics.” Statistics Explained,
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php/Population_and_population_chang
e_statistics#Population_change_at_a_national_level.
Rogers, Katie, and Karni, Annie. “In Tense Exchange, Trump and Macron Put Forth Dueling
Visions for NATO.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 3 Dec. 2019,
www.nytimes.com/2019/12/03/us/politics/trump-nato-summit.html.
Russell, Bob, and Judy Harding. “2010 Economic Significance of the Aviation Industry in

Baan s4453484/90
Wisconsin.” State of Wisconsin Department of Transportation, Bureau of Aeronautics,
2010, wisconsindot.gov/.
“Strategic Concepts.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, North Atlantic Treaty
Organization, 12 June 2018, www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_56626.htm.
Schewe, Eric. “Why Climate Change Is a National Security Issue.” Jstor Daily, Jstor Daily,
25 Oct. 2018, daily.jstor.org/why-climate-change-is-a-national-security-issue/.
Seib, Philip. “NATO Grapples with Soft Power.” NATO Grapples with Soft Power | USC
Center on Public Diplomacy, 29 Mar. 2012, www.uscpublicdiplomacy.org/blog/natograpples-soft-power.
“Smart Defence.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 20
Feb. 2017, www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_84268.htm.
Stehlik, et al. A Socio-Economic Impact Study of Defence Force Activity In Central
Queensland Australia. The Centre For Social Science Research Central Queensland
University Rockhampton, Australia, Aug. 2004.
Tessmer, Arnold Lee. Politics of Compromise NATO and AWACS. National Defense
University Press, 1988.
“United States and NATO - 1949.” North Atlantic Treaty Organization,
www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/declassified_162350.htm.
Van Harmelen, J, and Hop, B. H. “AWACS - NAVO-Samenwerking in De Praktijk.”
Militaire Spectator, 1999, www.kvbk-cultureelerfgoed.nl/MS_PDF/1999/1999-025101-0062.PDF.
Van Poll, R, et al. “Belevingsonderzoek Vliegbasis Geilenkirchen. Percepties Van Inwoners
in Nederland.” Rijksinstituut Voor Volksgezondheid En Milieu, 2008,
www.rivm.nl/bibliotheek/rapporten/630310001.html.
Van Poll, R, et al. “Gezondheidsonderzoek Vliegbasis Geilenkirchen (Desk Research) I:
Hoofdrapportage: Samenvatting, Conclusies En Aanbevelingen
Gezondheidsonderzoek Vliegbasis Geilenkirchen.” RIVM, 2014,
www.rivm.nl/publicaties/gezondheidsonderzoek-vliegbasis-geilenkirchen-deskresearch-i-hoofdrapportage.
Wijk, Rob de. “De Navo Verkeert in Een Serieuze LeiderSchapscrisis.” Trouw, 29
Nov. 2019, www.trouw.nl/opinie/de-navo-verkeert-in-een-serieuze-leider-schapscrisis

Baan s4453484/91

Sources of Images
Figure 1. NATO. “Boeing E-3A Airborne Warning & Control System (AWACS) Aircraft,
with Their Distinctive Radar Domes Mounted on the Fuselage.” AWACS: NATO’s
'Eyes in the Sky', North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 1 July 2020,
www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_48904.htm.
Figure 2. Google. Satellite picture of the location of JFC Brunssum, the runway of Airbase
Geilenkirchen, and the areas of Brunssum and Schinveld. Retrieved from
https://www.google.nl/maps/@50.9352225,6.0190435,17659m/data=!3m1!1e3
Figure 3. Landrum & Brown. “NATO – Luchtmachtbasis Geilenkirchen Afsluitend
Uitgebreid Onderzoek Slotdocument.” Tweede Kamer, 2 July 2009,
www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?id=2009D34571&did=2009D34571.
Figure 4. “Nieuw protest tegen AWACS”. Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 10 Apr. 1980, p.
16. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010570795:mpeg21:p016
Figure 5. "Demonstratie en interpellatie AWACS Schinveldse onrust steeds duidelijker".
Limburgsch Dagblad. Heerlen, 15 Dec. 1978, p. 1. Retrieved from Delpher on 8 Oct.
2019, http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010562981:mpeg21:p017
Figure 6. “Spel zonder grenzen”. De Volkskrant. 's-Hertogenbosch, 16 Jan. 1982, p. 2.
Retrieved from Delpher on 10 Oct. 2019,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010857341:mpeg21:p054
Figure 7. “Tussen het gebulder door lijkt het weer rustig”. NRC Handelsblad. Rotterdam, 31
Dec. 1988, p. 3. Retrieved from Delpher on 26 Jan. 2020,
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000030026:mpeg21:p003
Figure 8. “#WEARENATO.” We Are NATO, North Atlantic Treaty Organization,
www.nato.int/wearenato/.
Figure 9. Wikimedia Commons. Boeing E-3 Sentry AWACS (LX-N90450) at Turku Aishow
2019. Wikimedia Commons, 16 Jun. 2019,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:AWACS_Boeing_E-3A_Sentry_LXN90450_1.jpg
Figure 10. Claessens, Geertjan. “Awacs-Basis Verwacht 40.000 Bezoekers Bij Open

Baan s4453484/92
Dagen”. De Limburger, Limburger.nl, 12 Jun. 2017,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20170612_00041800/awacs-basis-verwacht-40-000bezoekers-bij-open-dagen.
Figure 11. Van den Bergh, Marcel. “Actie in Schinveld tegen bomenkap”.
http://marcelvandenbergh.com/categorie/search/1/aktie-bomenkapjpg?q=awacs&page=1
Figure 12. Van den Bergh, Marcel. “Actie in Schinveld tegen bomenkap”.
http://marcelvandenbergh.com/categorie/search/1/160688-actie-schinveld-7jpg?q=awacs&page=1
Figure 13. Claessens, Geertjan. “Tientallen Demonstranten Bij Lawaaiprotest in Schinveld
Tegen Awacs.” De Limburger, Limburger.nl, 15 Jan. 2020,
www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20200115_00142006/tientallen-demonstranten-bijlawaaiprotest-in-schinveld-tegen-awacs.

