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Iran: When Deterrence (Has) Fails(ed)

Introduction

As reported in a recent Issue Policy Brief (Number 8, September 15, 1997), Iran has been working to develop a long-range, offensive ballistic missile capability. In a hearing in the House of Representatives yesterday, October 28, what we have strongly suspected to be the case has been confirmed: U.S. and Israeli intelligence report that Iran could, within one to two years, have the ability to launch ballistic missiles with ranges of up to 1200 miles. Originally reported by Washington Times defense correspondent Bill Gertz on September 10, this development has a direct and significant impact on U.S. interests abroad. Included within range of these weapons would be U.S. forces and/or friends and allies in North Africa, the Middle East, Persian Gulf and NATO's southern flank (i.e. Bosnia). The Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs recently testified that Iran could complete development of its Shahab-3 missile--which has been reported to have a range of up to 1300 kilometers--in the next 12 to 18 months.

In a statement released October 28, Congressman Curt Weldon (R-PA) said the following in reference to his introduction of the Iran Missile Protection Act of 1997 (IMPACT):

"We currently have no theater missile defense system in place that is capable of meeting the imminent threat posed by Iran's ballistic missile program. The United States cannot simply stand by and watch as Iran develops this missile capability. We must do everything in our power to provide protection for the 25,000 American troops who are stationed in the Persian Gulf, as well as for our allies in the region.

"This threat poses a major security challenge to the United States and our allies, and it demands a decisive response. Simply placing sanctions against Iran is not enough.

"Because the Iranian missile threat to our troops and allies is immediate, the United States must take action now. Any delay could prove devastating to the security of the region, as well as to the lives of American men and women who are serving in our armed forces in the Persian Gulf."

Iran Means Business

In the case of Iraq, Saddam Hussein came within a year or two of achieving nuclear capability before his program was contained. In Iran's case, it has been common knowledge for some time that Tehran has been pursuing nuclear, biological and chemical (NBC) capability. The sources of its materiel? Russia and China. Despite recent Chinese and Russian denials of any government involvement, sources in both countries have been transferring special alloys and missile testing infrastructure to Iran, according to U.S. and Israeli intelligence sources.

The missiles that Iran is developing are pure terror weapons. They are highly inaccurate, unlike the precision-guided munitions used by allied forces during the Gulf War. While it has always been a Western priority to minimize collateral damage to the best of our ability, Iran couldn't care less Indeed, threatening mass casualties may well be their objective. In Policy Brief Number 8, the Iranian interpretation of Islam justifying and even obliging war against a party seen as a threat to Muslim interests was discussed. There is no innocent party in the country or countries labeled as the enemy. Because of the inaccuracy of missiles, it would only make sense to fire them at large targets, like cities. These missiles, unable to pass over those not in uniform, loaded with poison gas or anthrax germs, would kill indiscriminately.

The Scenario Fits the Clinton Administration's Stated Priorities

Vice President Gore stated in August 1997, "It is obvious that there is a vigorous effort by Iran to obtain the technologies that it needs to build a ballistic missile and to build nuclear weapons." In Executive Order 12938, first issued in November 1994 and renewed each year since, President Clinton declared a state of emergency, finding that "the proliferation of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and of the means of delivering such weapons, constitutes an unusual and extraordinary threat to the national security, foreign policy and economy of the United States…" The record of the Clinton Administration on Ballistic Missile Defense has been clear: Theater Missile Defense (TMD) will be emphasized over National Missile Defense (NMD). Unfortunately, current theater missile defense plans of the Department of Defense are inadequate to meet the threat posed by Iranian ballistic missiles. The Patriot Advanced Capability (PAC-3) and Navy Area Defense missile defense systems have limited capability against longer-range ballistic missiles. The more capable Theater High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system and Navy Theater-Wide system are not scheduled to be deployed until well after the time by which it is expected that the Iranian missile threat will have matured.

What Has Been Done

There has been a good deal of reaction on Capitol Hill to this development. Most of it has been positive and bipartisan. Rep. Weldon has introduced legislation to increase funding for the existing TMD programs in hopes of having some kind of defense ready when the Iranian capability matures. High Frontier encourages the development of a strong ballistic missile defense, and hopes that this crisis will be the turning point in the debate between those who advocate the intentional vulnerability of our citizens, overseas troops and allies and those who believe in defending those lives, not avenging them. In particular, the Navy could deploy long-range defensive interceptors on its Aegis cruisers to begin countering this Iranian threat within 2-3 years--if the program is given priority.

What Remains to be Done

So what can you do? We encourage you to call your representative and both senators from your state to let them know how you feel about America's need for not only a strong TMD capability but also a workable NMD system, unbound by the shackles of the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. A three-layered defense, comprised of sea-, space- and land-based systems, as we have discussed numerous times before, would best serve the purpose of protecting Americans around the world and our allies from the ever-increasing threat of ballistic missiles. The general switchboard number for Congress is (202) 224-3121. Now is the key time to be heard. Please don't let this opportunity slip by!

