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On Missile Defense Problems and Solutions
On May 10, Russian President Vladimir Putin said Russia will soon commission two new nuclear submarines equipped with new Bulava intercontinental ballistic missiles, while their land based strategic forces will soon get their first unit of Topol-M intercontinental ballistic missiles – which can change direction in flight to evade missile defenses of the sort being developed by the United States. China is modernizing its nuclear forces and is a “pass-through” source of nuclear technology and knowhow to various rogue states and potentially terrorist regimes that seek to obtain and/or improve nuclear capabilities to threaten the United States.

Meanwhile, the United States has no program to modernize its sea-based or land-based strategic intercontinental ballistic missiles (or long-range strategic bombers) and Congress has blocked programs to provide new nuclear weapons capability – and the industrial base to support our strategic forces is atrophying. U.S. missile defense programs emphasize ground-based systems that cannot counter ballistic missile threats from Russia and China and will provide at best a limited defense against rogue states such as North Korea – and one easily overwhelmed by them. We remain defenseless against a short or medium-range SCUD missile that could be launched by terrorists from ships off our coasts, near which most Americans live – a threat which Donald Rumsfeld warned against in his 1998 congressionally mandated Commission to examine the ballistic missile threat, but against which he has done nothing during his tenure as Secretary of Defense.

While spending about $10 billion a year on ballistic missile defenses, the George W. Bush administration has done nothing to revive the most effective and most mature missile defense system concept developed by the Ronald Reagan and G. H. W. Bush Strategic Defense Initiative – the Brilliant Pebbles space-based interceptor system, which could have been developed and begun operations within the 1990s for less than $10 billion had the Clinton administration not killed the program in 1993 and if congress had provided the necessary funds. Such a global, space-based defense is the only viable way to counter all of the growing threats summarized above – as published in a Committee on the Present Danger report last summer. (See High Frontier’s webpage.) But there is no sign of a serious effort to revive that most cost-effective program – and it is now too late to complete building it during this administration. 

The next most effective defense concept is a sea-based defense, building such a defense was the goal of programs initiated by the Strategic Defense Initiative during the G.H.W. Bush administration – which have sustained bipartisan congressional support.  But both the Clinton and G.W. Bush administrations consistently restrained the progress of sea-based missile defenses, in favor of ground-based defenses. During the Clinton years, the restraint was no doubt because the ABM Treaty prohibited a sea-based defense; after the ABM Treaty was no more, the G.W. Bush administration still favored much more complicated, less effective, more expensive ground-based defenses. Sea-based defenses could and should have been operational long before now. They now receive about 10-percent of the administration’s $10 billion/year missile defense budget and accordingly their development pace has been much slower that it can be. Even so, the program has an enviable record – 6-out-of-7 successful tests with operational crews manning operational Aegis cruisers.  
Some of these ships will within months be deployed in an operational configuration to defend the citizens of Japan and our overseas troops in that area of the world against intermediate range ballistic missiles – the Japanese are bringing money to this party because they are seriously concerned about such threats to their homeland. If we were as serious, we would increase the budget for sea-based defenses by at least 50-percent and put the program under Navy management as an Aegis “block improvement” acquisition program – with a challenge to build as soon as possible an intercept capability against long-range intercontinental ballistic missiles, including during their “boost” and “ascent” phases of flight, near their launch points.  Then the same ships that are defending our Japanese friends can also defend U.S. citizens.
Congress shows an inclination to provide some support and move in this direction.  The Senate Armed Services Committee’s Authorization Bill adds $100 million to the President’s budget request for the Navy program – and the House Armed Services Committee adds $40 million – hopefully the House will agree with the Senate in Conference. That would be a step in the right direction, though it would be only about 20-percent of the increase needed to accelerate development fully and allow the Navy to move as rapidly as is possible to build the needed capability. Even of more importance is the Senate’s Authorization language, which requires reports on the Pentagon plans to “transition missile defense programs to the Military Departments.” This is a clear opening for the Pentagon to transfer the sea-based missile defense program from the Missile Defense Agency to the Navy, which has amassed an impressive development, testing and operations deployment record. A fully funded Navy program would assure the G.W. Bush administration a positive legacy – a steadily improving operational system, closing important holes in the current missile defense capability. 
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