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Accelerate Sea-Based Ballistic Missile Defenses Now:
A Congressional Opportunity Waiting to Happen
By

Henry F. Cooper

On October 9, House Armed Services Committee Chairman Duncan Hunter (R-CA) wrote President Bush urging “immediate steps” to develop and deploy to defend against the full range of North Korean missile. He emphasized that “first and foremost” we must accelerate our ability to rapidly field sea-based defenses, urged the President to propose the necessary steps to accomplish such acceleration and offered to serve as an advocate in Congress for any associated reprogramming requests. 

This welcome initiative recognizes the Navy’s great progress in developing and testing sea-based defenses, particularly since 2002 when President Bush withdrew from the ABM Treaty, which in 1972 banned sea-based defenses if they could protect Americans at home.  Before this year’s end, the Navy will deploy several ships with tested sea-based defenses to protect our Japanese allies from short and medium range missiles that might be launched from North Korea. It is time – indeed past time – to employ these same sea-based systems also to protect Americans at home.

North Korea illustrated the urgent need for effective defenses on July 4, Independence Day, with six successful launches of short and medium range missiles and a failed launch of a long-range missile. Their October 9 test of a nuclear device added additional incentive for us to build effective defense as quickly as possible.

The Long-Range Threat is Real, Present and Growing

North Korea’s failed Taepodong-2 test involved a three stage rocket presumably intended to deliver a modern nuclear weapon to Hawaii, Alaska or the Northwestern continental United States. It also could deliver a lighter chemical or biological weapon to attack most U.S. cities.  

That the Taepodong-2 test failed is not comforting because North Korea previously – over eight years ago on August 31, 1998 – demonstrated its ability to stage its rockets with its 3-stage Taepodong-1, catching the intelligence community by surprise. Although it failed to put a light weight satellite in low earth orbit as intended, it over-flew Japan and spread debris almost to U.S. territory. Had it succeeded in orbiting that satellite, it could have also de-orbited it to strike any U.S. city, potentially with a chemical or biological weapon. 

U.S. missile defense interceptors in Alaska and California are intended to counter such North Korean long range ballistic missiles. And with command and control software improvements, sea-based interceptors now being deployed to the Sea of Japan can shoot down North Korean long-range missiles as they are still rising from their launch pads – long before interceptors in Alaska have their first shot.

The Current Scud Threat to America
North Korea’s Scuds, which were 6-out-of-6 on July 4, compose North Korea’s “cash crop.” They sell these rockets – and they have a great many – to anyone with cash, including terrorists. And they can be launched from ships a few hundred miles off our coasts at any of the cities where over two-thirds of all Americans live. Don’t take my word – Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld has mentioned this threat several times, e.g., in a September 16, 2002, press conference:

“Countries have placed ballistic missiles in ships – dime a dozen – all over the world.  At any given time, there’s any number off our coasts – coming, going.  On transporter-erector-launchers, they simply erect it, fire off a ballistic missile, put it down, cover it up.  Their radar signature’s not any different than 50 others in close proximity.”

This capability has been demonstrated. It shouldn’t take Tom Clancy to imagine scenarios in which terrorists buy several such missiles, arm them with weapons of mass destruction, put them to sea, and launch them at several cities – September 11, 2001 could look benign by comparison. 

Another daunting threat would be for terrorists to launch a nuclear weapon straight up and detonate it 100 miles altitude above our coastal cities, creating wide spread electromagnetic pulse (EMP) effects that damage electrical power, telecommunications, transportation, banking, finance, food, water and a variety of other critical infrastructure – with severe, long-lasting economic consequences. This all too real threat was carefully studied by a “blue ribbon” congressionally-appointed commission in 2004, recently reconvened to consider appropriate countermeasures.

We should doubt the prospects of diplomacy doing much more than delaying these threats. Without question, we need effective defenses to protect America against both long and short range ballistic missiles – and we need them now!

What to Do – Quickly!

The ground-based defense in Alaska and California is intended to intercept a North Korean long-range ballistic missile. But Americans near our coasts also need a defense against terrorist Scuds that could be launched by nearby ships – proven sea-based interceptors aboard Navy ships that operate near our coasts can provide this needed defense. 

The Navy is 8-out-of-9 in its testing over the past four years – and is beginning to deploy sea-based missile defenses in the Pacific, where all testing is conducted with operational crews in ever increasingly complex test configurations.  

RAdm. Brad Hicks, Director of the Missile Defense Agency’s Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense Program, recently indicated that 6 ships will be operational by the end of this year. Three will be deployed to defend Japan, other allies and our troops near North Korea – and presumably the other three could be ported in Hawaii or along the U.S. West Coast – and could shoot down Scuds launched by terrorist from ships off our West Coast. 

The funded Navy program calls for 18 such ships in the next 2-3 years – 16 in the Pacific and 2 in the Atlantic. Congress should provide the funds to accelerate these programs and to provide additional interceptors on additional ships, particularly in the Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, and the Persian Gulf area. Operations should be adapted to assure that the Pacific Test Range can help protect Americans near the West Coast from Scuds on ships. And more ships in the Atlantic should be outfitted with the defensive interceptors and tested in an East Coast Test Range to help protect Americans who live along the Eastern Seaboard against Scuds on ships in the Atlantic.

RAdm. Hicks has said it costs only $10 million and takes 6-weeks to modify a ship – and the crew can be trained in 2 months. This is very small investment compared the $80 billion the American taxpayer has paid for 80 Aegis cruisers and destroyers now deployed around the world. We should give all of these ships a ballistic missile defense capability and turn on the production lines to build additional defense interceptors for about $10 million each. There is no better missile defense “bargain” in purchasing ballistic missile defenses – especially if the Pentagon also spends $25 million to upgrade the command and control software needed for our ships in the Sea of Japan to intercept long-range ballistic missiles as they are rising from their launch pads on their way to American cities.
Finally, we should be investing in developing improvements in these initial sea-based defenses –  with faster interceptors and improved sensors to help intercept ballistic missile in all phases of flight. Some of these programs are in the planning stage and should be accelerated. Others, such as fully exploiting lightweight technologies to maximize future interceptor capabilities, also should be included. 
Timely Congressional Help

Chairman Hunter’s initiative to accelerate the Navy’s very successful sea-based defense program is in the tradition of responsible congressional activism that has moved the missile defense agenda ahead at critical moments.  
For example, another pivotal set of initiatives was when R&D Subcommittee Chairman Curt Weldon (R-PA), in the mid-1990s, advocated the congressional commission that examined the ballistic missile threat and, on the basis of the commission’s unanimous bipartisan report, held hearings and successfully advocated a 1998 bill that became the “law of the land,” directing the Pentagon to build effective ballistic missile defenses. Mr. Weldon’s advocacy paid major dividends last July, when some previous senior Democrat officials urged that the U.S. make preemptive strikes  to prevent North Korea from test launching its Taepodong-2. Such preemptive strikes would probably escalate into a second Korean War.  But the existence of  U.S. missile defenses provides a preferred policy alternative to preemption. 
Hopefully, Congress will follow Chairmen Weldon’s and Hunter’s lead and again act in this same tradition, even in its coming “lame duck” session, to assure that this Navy program becomes all it can be as quickly as possible.
� Cooper was Director of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) during the Bush-41 administration and Ronald Reagan’s Ambassador and  Chief U.S. Negotiator to the Geneva Defense and Space Talks with the former Soviet Union.
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