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Near-Disaster in Russia Confirms Need for Ballistic Missile Defense

Since President Reagan's historic March 23, 1983 speech re-introducing the American people to the concept of a defense against ballistic missiles, many advances and setbacks have occurred. It is indeed ironic that, so close to the 15th anniversary of SDI, a new debate in the Senate later this Spring will set the tone for ballistic missile defense for the foreseeable future.

That debate will be over ratifying the proposed expansion of the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty of 1972, originally agreed to in March of 1997 in Helsinki. This expansion would replace the now-defunct Soviet Union with Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan as parties to the treaty along with the United States. What it will also do, unfortunately, is perpetuate America's current reliance on the religion of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD), whose basic tenant is that it is better to avenge a nuclear, biological or chemical attack with a strike of our own than to ensure such an attack, whether intentional or accidental, would not reach its target.

In the abstract, MAD makes a kind of sense. Why would someone attack another when he knows he will be obliterated? Well, the world doesn't always work that way because there is always the danger of the unintentional action. In his famous "Evil Empire" speech to the British House of Commons in June, 1982, President Reagan noted "If history teaches anything, it teaches self-delusion in the face of unpleasant facts is folly." Self-delusion is exactly what is afflicting MAD's proponents, if they in fact believe a ballistic missile attack is impossible. If such a launch were 100% impossible, there could be no argument, and we would gladly find new jobs and sleep easily at night. Tragically, nothing could be further from the truth.

60 Minutes: More than Just A Show's Name

If an ICBM were launched toward the U.S. homeland, we would have about 30 minutes before impact. The popular CBS program 60 Minutes recently reported an example of a long-standing High Frontier concern; in January 1995, America came close to being attacked by Russian ICBMs. Steve Kroft, a co-host, recounted the chilling scenario:

    "With the Soviet threat a fading memory, a false warning brought us closer to nuclear war than at any time since the Cuban Missile Crisis, and only a handful of people knew about it. That morning three years ago, the Norwegian government launched an American-built scientific rocket called Black Brandt to study the northern lights. One minute after it launched, Russian early warning radar picked up the missile's signature. The Norwegians had sent a letter with details of the peaceful launch, but the Russians lost it, and their radar operators were unable to distinguish between a scientific rocket and what the Russian forces feared most; a U.S. nuclear missile fired from a Trident submarine, armed with eight warheads, enough to wipe out Moscow.

    "Alarms went off in the General Staff headquarters and at the Kremlin, and according to Russian national security experts, for the first time ever, the nuclear briefcase, which never leaves the side of a Russian president and contains the codes for authorizing a nuclear attack, was activated. Boris Yeltsin had less than 10 minutes to decide what to do: 10 minutes to either launch his own missiles at U.S. targets, or run the risk that an incoming strike might destroy his own forces and his ability to retaliate."

Happily, Yeltsin decided against launching ICBMs toward U.S. cities--and we avoided an unprecedented disaster. But there remains a growing concern about "next time" and the fact that we have absolutely no defense against such an attack.

Former Senator Sam Nunn, (D-GA), for Chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, said in an interview on 60 Minutes that accidental launch or a launch based on bad information is more of a possibility than ever before. 60 Minutes also echoed past reports of the sad state of Russia's nuclear infrastructure and associated Russian command and control systems. As many as one third of Russia's early warning satellites are unavailable, leaving large blind spots and magnifying the risk of a tragic miscalculation. Also, the troops of Russia's Strategic Forces are being paid sporadically, if at all. This has led to several attempts to steal valuable materiel, such as copper wiring and even nuclear fuel, to sell to the Organized Crime syndicates currently running amok in Russia. Suicides and mental illness are rampant in the Russian military, and the age of the nuclear systems are causing malfunctions, switching the missiles to "combat mode" spontaneously. And should a launch actually occur, the only thing we could do is sit and watch, knowing perhaps millions of people had been sentenced to death, because of the lack of a workable National Missile Defense.

We Needn't Be Defenseless

It is encouraging to see this danger discussed on such a popular show, but it also raises another concern: there remains a misconception among the general public that it would be possible for the U.S. to stop such a ballistic missile attack. But, we are completely helpless against such a strike, and, regrettably, 60 Minutes did not report this alarming fact. In a February 17 Wall Street Journal letter to the editor, High Frontier supporter Harry Thayer noted that, had the Clinton Administration continued the SDI program it inherited in 1993, the Navy Upper Tier system, would today provide protection against ICBMs from Iraq, North Korea and Libya using a modified Standard missile deployed aboard our Aegis cruisers. Brilliant Pebbles, kinetic energy weapons used to knock down missiles from space, could have been deployed this year, while laser satellites would have been deployed a few years from now. Instead, reliance on the outdated ABM Treaty is causing us to stick with the defenselessness of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD), a philosophy which does little but guarantee the deaths of millions of people from the effects of a ballistic missile strike.

In lieu of a common-sense approach such as the one described above, the Clinton Administration has chosen to act through inaction, hiding behind a bogus 3-year technology development program perhaps followed by a 3-year deployment schedule at a single site. Even if the Administration were serious about its program, it would still be inadequate. Indeed, it would not protect Alaska and Hawaii, nor would it be of much use against multiple-warhead missiles, since the separate warheads would have separated in space, long before intercept was possible. The better idea? Shoot them down in their boost phase. If some get through, bring them down in space, before they have the chance to start their descent toward America. Then and only then should we rely on a static "point defense" like the one the Clinton Administration claims to advocate.

Almost prophetically, in the late 1980s, High Frontier produced a videotape, "One Incoming," depicting a scenario in which a nuclear missile was accidentally launched by Moscow toward America. The American President was forced to decide whether or not the missile was the first salvo in an all-out attack against the U.S., and whether or not in-kind retaliation was warranted, asking all the while wasn't there any way to stop the missile? There wasn't, and, regrettably, there still isn't.

