Ground-Based Missile Defense

High Frontier is somewhat ambivalent about the current focus on ground-based missile defensea. On the positive side, the components of a ground-based missile defense plan (including sea-based and space-based sensors) are already in integrated testing, the system has strong support from the President and the Missile Defense Agency (MDA), and the test sites at Fort Greeley, Alaska, and Vandenberg AFB, California, are alleged to be operational as an emergency limited missile shield. 

However, ground-based missile defense is also the most expensive and least effective of the possible basing modes. The per-shot cost of firing an interceptor at an attacking modern missile is extremely high, intercept during late post-bus-separation midcourse phase is more difficult and less reliable than the boost-phase intercept capability offered by space-based, some air-based and some sea based systems, and a totally ground-based system would require multiple sites around the world to gain coverage for itself, its overseas troops, and its allies and friends.  Boost and high-endo-atmospheric defenses will also be needed to deal with likely countermeasures – and these defenses will no-doubt require other basing modes, that should be incorporated into the overall architectural plan, now rather than later.

These characteristics are no doubt why limited development, testing and deployment of ground-based defenses were permitted under the terms of the ABM Treaty, which was designed to prevent any effective defense. Now, because of the legacy of 30-years of ABM Treaty compliance, many incorrectly believe the technology for ground-based defenses is more mature than other basing modes. See Ambassador Cooper’s 2000 letter to Senator Warner explains the errors in precisely this point-of-view, which was expressed by testimony by then Defense Secretary Bill Cohen.

For these reasons High Frontier does not support the expansion of the ground-based "National Missile Defense" system architecture embraced by the Bill Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. Its role should be limited to being a component of a comprehensive layered defense, involving other basing modes. 

At a Senate Armed Services committee hearing in July of 2001, then Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and MDA Director General Ronald Kadish stated that, since the President had withdrawn from the ABM Treaty, his organization was free to pursue the most effective means of defending our country, troops, and allies from ballistic missiles, opening the door to the more effective and useful system architectures thought out by SDIO during the Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations. However, this rethinking has happened only to a limited degree for sea-based and air-based defenses and not at all for space-based defenses. 

Ground-based missile defense can play a role to play in a layered missile defense system as terminal/point defense – and against cruise missiles, depressed trajectory Submarine Launched Ballistic Missiles, and as mobile systems, such as PAC-3 and THAAD, to accompany deployed troops.  But the rejection of the false promises of the ABM Treaty by the current administration should refocus attention on the more effective and more affordable sea and space based systems already well developed in years past.

