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Time To Move Out On Navy Theater Wide (NTW)

Relatively inexpensive ($2-3 billion) upgrades to the Navy's AEGIS air defense can, within 3-4 years, begin protecting Americans overseas and at home against long-range missile attack. The Bush Administration fully funded such a program—then called the Navy Upper Tier. If the program had continued, upgraded cruisers would have been deployed by now. But the Clinton Administration canceled it in 1993, and it has continued—albeit as an underfunded R&D activity—only because of strong bipartisan Congressional support.

After years of stalling by the Clinton Administration in the face of Congressional directions to expedite this most sensible program, NTW is finally listed among the Administration's "core theater defense" programs, but it is still being underfunded and slowed down. Congress should fully fund the "earliest deployment option" recently approved by the Navy—aimed at a 2002 operational capability rather than the Administration's recommended option which would not lead to deployment until three years later and cost more in the long run.

Background

The NTW program makes obvious good sense. American taxpayers have already invested $50 billion in the AEGIS system, and for about 5 percent more —some $2-3 billion, 650 interceptors can be deployed, beginning as early as in 3-4 years, on 22 cruisers already deployed in international waters that cover almost 70 percent of the earth's surface.

From that vantage point, and by internetting a variety of sensors with its command and control system, NTW could provide a global defense against most long-range ballistic missiles. Therein lies its problem—it is simply too effective to suit MAD theologians who insist America remain vulnerable to ballistic missile attack to preserve the ABM Treaty.

The Administration discovered how to constrain the NTW system so it could not provide an effective defense for the U.S. homeland, thereby assuring its consistency with the "sacred text" of the ABM Treaty, as it was called by Director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, John Holum. As made public in 1995, NTW would be designed, developed, tested and deployed to preclude the use of any sensor except the radar on an AEGIS cruiser collocated with its NTW interceptors. Denying the use of "external" sensors would make it practically impossible to defend the U.S. homeland.

The only question was whether that "dumbed-down" system would still be useful as a theater defense for our overseas troops, friends and allies. While Congress directed that NTW be accelerated, the Administration conducted no less than six independent reviews of the NTW program over the past two years—all of which supported the viability of even the dumbed-down NTW program, while delaying actual development activity.

This past year, the Administration finally declared NTW a part of its "core theater defense" programs, but continued to fund only an anemic R&D activity aimed at deployment in 2006. The Clinton Administration simply doesn't want a theater defense system that could also defend America by only connecting a few sensors to its command and control system.

In 1995, a Heritage Foundation blue ribbon panel of experts, led by High Frontier's Chairman Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, asserted that the NTW system could be fielded in 3-4 years for $2-3 billion—and others picked up on this theme in spite of continuing Administration efforts to slow down the program. Then, last year Congress demanded the Administration determine how much NTW could be accelerated. The results of that assessment, as documented by the Navy, and summarized in the following table, validate the Heritage "Team B" estimates of three years ago. But the Clinton Administration still recommends a slower, more expensive program. Hopefully, Congress will follow the Team B recommendations.

ESTIMATED COST FOR NTW OPTIONS ($MILLIONS)

Fiscal Year

Option (Deployed)       99      00     01      02     03      Total       Comment

Pres. Budget (2006)   190   186    183    139   144     842          No defense for 3 more years

Admin. Rec. (2005)   325    351   307    433   597     2013        No defense for 2 more years

Earliest (2002)           441    400   389    555  472      2257       Operational for 1 year

Choose the Earliest Deployment Option!!

Dramatically illustrated by the Navy's cost estimates is that accelerating the program by a year (from 2006 to 2005) costs an additional $1171 million over the next five years—but nothing would be deployed for at least another 2 years, until 7 years from now. On the other hand, the program can be accelerated by four years (from 2006 to 2002) by adding only $244 million more (for a total addition of $1415 million) over the next five years, and deployment could begin in four years (in 2002).

Much is being made of the Administration's recommended "accelerated" program that leads to deployment in 2005 rather than 2002, which should be taken as "earliest deployment date." One might assume that a large difference in required funding might be the reason for delaying deployment for three years, but the difference is relatively small. In 1999, $135 million more than the President's budget request is required to achieve a 2005 deployment date, while $251 million more is needed to achieve a 2002 deployment date. And the difference in the out years is even less—actually with a projected saving in 2003 because that would be the second year of deployment.

To repeat, for only $244 million more over the next five years, the Navy projects that NTW deployment could begin in 2002 rather than 2005.

These estimates also make clear that if we aim to deploy in 2005, we will spend more money—note the ramp-up for this option beginning in 2003, a year after the earliest deployment option (2002). So it is wrong to assume that the later deployment date will be less costly—the opposite will be the case, as the Navy's cost estimates demonstrate.

To be sure, the 2002 program would be more risky, but we are more likely to deploy sooner for less money than with the approach aimed at 2005. Technical risk aside, there is also the risk to our security resulting from not having wide area defenses when we need them. There is no way any other wide area defense can be deployed by 2002. Our troops, friends, and allies—and Americans at home—need this capability as soon as possible. $244 million is peanuts compared to the consequences of not having defenses when we need them.

Take Money From THAAD If Need Be.

Given the recent test failures in the Theater High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) program, and the resultant program delays, moving NTW as fast as possible is the only hope of providing a needed wide area defense program for our overseas troops, friends and allies within the next four years. If necessary, funding should be moved from the THAAD program to NTW—which will cost less than a fifth of two THAAD batteries—to make this possible.

Congress should demand that the "earliest possible" NTW upgrade program be executed and direct that the necessary funding be applied—because history demonstrates the Clinton Administration is dedicated to underfunding and stretching-out the NTW program.

