US Access to Pakistani Airbases in the
Musharraf Era
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Pakistan Affairs & Current Affairs  Post-9/11 Pakistan-US Relations Bilingual Reference Note (English / 5,1)

A consolidated, exam-oriented note on the airfields Pakistan made available to the United States after 11
September 2001, the nature and limits of that access, and the historical record — including memoirs,
investigative books, diplomatic cables and news archives that document it.

I 1. Background: 9/11 and the Turn in Pakistan-US Relations

The attacks of 11 September 2001 forced a sudden reorientation of
Pakistan's foreign and security policy. Within days, the Bush
administration presented General Pervez Musharraf's government with
demands aimed at dismantling Al-Qaeda's Afghan sanctuary and
removing the Taliban regime hosting it. Pakistan, as Afghanistan's most
consequential neighbour and the Taliban's principal patron since the
1990s, was central to any US military plan.

Musharraf accepted a version of these demands, calculating that refusal
risked Pakistan being treated as a hostile state, with India ready to offer
the cooperation Pakistan withheld. In return Pakistan sought debt relief,
the lifting of post-1998 nuclear-test sanctions, and assistance. What it
agreed to supply was airspace as a transit corridor and a small number of
airfields for logistics, refuelling and search-and-rescue — not, by
Musharraf's own account, naval ports or combat basing.
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I 2. The Four Principal Airfields

Historical accounts, diplomatic cables and Musharraf's memoir converge
on a core set of airfields placed at US disposal from late 2001: Shamsi,
Jacobabad (Shahbaz), Pasni and Dalbandin.

Shamsi Airfield (Balochistan)

Built in 1992 by the UAE ruling family as a private falconry airstrip in
Washuk district, Shamsi passed into exclusive US use after 2001 and
became the facility most associated with CIA drone missions into the
tribal belt from roughly 2006. Pakistan ordered it vacated in 2011
after the Abbottabad raid and Salala incident; the Army took formal
control that December.
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Jacobabad / Shahbaz Airbase (Sindh)

A PAF base adjoining Jacobabad city, Shahbaz hosted US logistics and
aircraft-recovery operations in 2001-02. Lt-Gen Shahid Aziz
recounted Pakistani troops finding Americans already in control of
the airfield. Pakistan reasserted full control in 2002 amid rising
tension with India.
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Pasni Airfield (Balochistan)

This Gwadar-district coastal airstrip supported early search-and-
rescue and Marine operations. Its port hosted, per the US Marine
Corps Gazette (June 2002), the largest amphibious operation the Corps
had run since the Korean War. Pakistan resumed shared use once the
2001 phase eased.
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Dalbandin Airfield (Balochistan)

Situated in Chagai district near the Afghan frontier, Dalbandin was,
with Shamsi, retained for exclusive US use well past the invasion
phase, mainly for refuelling and logistics support across the border.
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Airfield Province / District Primary US Role Status by ~2011-12
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Shamsi Balochistan / Drone ops, logistics Vacated Nov 2011; Army

Washuk (exclusive) control Dec 2011
Jacobabad Sindh Logistics, aircraft Reclaimed 2002
(Shahbaz) recovery
Pasni Balochistan / Search-and-rescue, Reclaimed 2002
Gwadar Marine ops
Dalbandin Balochistan / Refuelling, logistics Used into mid/late 2000s
Chagai (exclusive)

I 3. Beyond the "Big Four"

Other facilities appear in the wider record: Nur Khan Airbase (Chaklala,
Rawalpindi) — Pakistani analysts such as Imtiaz Gul describe sustained
US cargo flights whose contents were reportedly not disclosed to
Pakistani staff; Karachi and Quetta airports — cited for more limited
Coalition logistics and refuelling. Officials were notably reticent:
presidential spokesman Rashid Qureshi told AFP Pakistan could not
"disclose the practicals" of its logistic support to the US.

OB w3t — (DIS) sl B 595 1 o Loy wlalds S0 xe 3505 55 g
Slasly plal 5 o2 Gy ool Jadas ailosy 85518 Sasal il S S 3lcal
9 Sund oS sgame — udygusil AgS o (1S e Ul Ly uS oS ac
DSl S Ly 65 Ly il o) 5 L sy plarys Lilas ) S Siled

LS xS o " OMuadi Jae" S cdgles Shusd

I 4. Scope and Limits: What Musharraf Says He Refused

In his 2006 memoir In the Line of Fire, Musharraf frames his decision as a
calculated limitation, not an open concession: Washington sought
"blanket overflight and landing rights" and use of Pakistan's "naval ports,
air bases, and strategic locations on its borders." He states Pakistan
refused naval ports and fighter bases, offering only a narrow corridor
and Shamsi/Jacobabad for logistics and aircraft recovery — not combat
operations.

A key nuance
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Official Pakistani narratives describe narrow, logistics-only cooperation.
Independent reporting, US cables and officer testimony (e.g. Lt-Gen Aziz) suggest
US operational control went further in practice, especially regarding Shamsi drone
operations after 2004-06. A balanced account weighs both.
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I 5. Compensation and the Broader Bargain

Access was one strand of a larger transactional relationship. In exchange,
Pakistan received nuclear-sanctions relief, debt rescheduling, and
economic/military aid — cumulative early tranches often cited above $1.7
billion — plus Major Non-NATO Ally status in 2004, opening access to
advanced US defence equipment and financing.
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I 6. Fallout and Controversy

From ~2004, Shamsi's role in CIA drone strikes became a major domestic
controversy as civilian casualties in Waziristan mounted. Relations
ruptured in 2011: the unilateral Abbottabad raid (May) was seen as a
sovereignty violation, and the Salala incident (Nov., 24 soldiers killed)
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triggered Pakistan's demand that the US vacate Shamsi within weeKks;
NATO supply routes were suspended for months.
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I 7. Conclusion

Between 2001 and roughly 2011-12, the US operated from a limited set of
Pakistani airfields — Shamsi, Jacobabad, Pasni and Dalbandin — under
arrangements Pakistan's leadership publicly framed as narrow and
logistics-focused. The record suggests reality was at times broader and
less transparent, particularly regarding Shamsi's drone role. It would still
be inaccurate to say Pakistan surrendered "all its military bases": the
arrangement was selective, contested within Pakistan's own military, and
reversed after 2011.
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Prepared for scholareye.xyz. A factual summary drawn from the cited memaoirs, books and news archives; consult primary sources
for direct quotations and exact figures.
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