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North Korea Fires Missile Over Japan: Rumsfeld Report Vindicated

On August 31, North Korea test launched a multi-stage ballistic missile, the payload of which flew over Northeastern Japan. Such multi-staging is the main technological hurdle to clear in building an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). Together with Iran’s recent test flight of its Shahab-3—a missile based on North Korea’s No Dong missile and built with Russian help, the Taepo Dong-1 test confirms the validity of the recent Rumsfeld Commission Report, which stated that the U.S. may be within five years of being threatened by ballistic missiles. Tragically, the Clinton Administration refuses to budge from its stance that the U.S. will not be threatened before 2010, and still stands by the long-discredited doctrine of Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD, canonized in the obsolete Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty of 1972. What is needed, instead, is a commitment to build a common-sense, technology-paced ballistic missile defense (BMD) system, first from sea and then from space.

Pyongyang Bites the Hand That Feeds It

The desperate plight of North Korea is well known: famines have killed many, and are only growing worse. To help Pyongyang provide for its people, South Korea, Japan, the U.S. and the European Union agreed to provide food aid and fuel oil, and to pay for two civilian nuclear reactors to supply electricity to the nation. Negotiations have long been underway to finalize the agreement, and the final signing ceremony was set. Hours before the ceremony, the test was conducted, leading to Japan at least temporarily withdrawing from the agreement. Why would the North Korean government do such a thing? It’s worked before.

North Korea’s last missile test, of the shorter-range Nodong missile, took place in 1993. As an inducement for Pyongyang’s agreement to scrap its nuclear program, the civilian reactor program was begun in 1994. It is indeed ironic that just when this deal is about to be consummated, North Korea "pulled the rug" out from under it. Some analysts feel this move is a bargaining chip, designed to elicit more concessions from the U.S. and its allies. Others feel the launch was to demonstrate its new missile for potential buyers like Iran and Pakistan. Either way, it demonstrates an absolute lack of respect for the Clinton Administration’s resolve in enforcing the requirements it sets as conditions of receiving aid.

Perhaps the most blatant display of North Korean disdain for the U.S. comes from the fact that U.S. intelligence assets knew for some time that the test was coming. When our spy satellites detected nuclear test preparations in India in 1995, we went to the Indians, confronted them with the evidence, and convinced them to abandon the test. With knowledge of the North Korean preparations, our negotiators for the civilian reactor deal must have tried to get Pyongyang to cancel the test. This time, however, we were unsuccessful. This would surely not be the case if we were known to follow through with promised negative consequences for breaking such a deal. Unfortunately, our actions in Iraq have shown the Clinton Administration is unwilling to hold others accountable for their actions (see SIPB 17, forthcoming).

Japan Reacts

As should be expected, Japan was incensed at North Korea’s brazen invasion of its "personal" space. A Foreign Ministry spokesman called the test a "serious threat to Japanese security," and delayed (at least) their billion-dollar part of the civilian nuclear reactor project. Japanese defense analysts see the move as pure power politics. A Keio University expert said "(The test) has a very political meaning. They are now demonstrating their military capability in political terms." A retired General of Japan’s Self Defense Forces argued "(t)he real reason for the North Korean missile is its target, which is Japan."

Next Stop: American Homeland

While the Taepo Dong 1 is a medium range missile, its successor, the Taepo Dong 2, will be, according to the recently released Rumsfeld Report, capable of striking significant parts of the western U.S., possibly as far south as Phoenix. Gary Milhollin of the Wisconsin Project on Nuclear Arms Control, said in the September 1 New York Times that North Korea has signaled its clear intention to build nuclear weapons, despite the 1994 agreement to cease its program. According to Henry Sokolski of the Nonproliferation Education Center, the ability to "stage" rockets crosses the main technical barrier to being able to build ICBMs. High Frontier’s Chairman and former Director of the Strategic Defense Initiative, Ambassador Hank Cooper, agreed, noting that "(s)taging is the major stepping stone to ICBM capability. North Korea’s demonstrated ability to build a multi-stage missile should at last make it clear to the Clinton Administration that negotiations with determined proliferators, regardless of U.S. honest intentions and good faith, will lead to nothing but concessions from us and broken promises from them. The recent Iranian missile test and the nuclear tests in India and Pakistan, lumped together with this dangerous event, should establish once and for all that American promises of goodwill and peace under our leadership is of no interest to those in pursuit of international clout through possession of nuclear weapons. Clearly, they are interested in obtaining to limit our freedom of action, i.e., to deter us."

Strike Your Closest Enemy and the U.S. For One Low Low Price!

For years, North Korea has been known to be one of the major exporters of missile technology. A North Korean representative made no attempt to hide this fact, telling Capitol Hill staffers that the motivation for their sales is to obtain precious hard currency for the famine-ridden nation. One of Pyonyang’s major customers, Iran, reportedly had technicians observing the test. Perhaps it is only a coincidence that Tehran recently tested its own medium-range ballistic missile, which was based on North Korea’s No Dong, the Shahab-3 (see SIPB 15), but that’s unlikely. In fact, don’t be surprised if Iran’s next missile, the Shahab-4, comes on line in the near future with help from North Korea—and China and Russia, by the way. From Iran, the Taepo Dong-2 could reach the U.S. Northeaster Seaboard.

We Need Effective Ballistic Missile Defense

It is frustrating to be forced to repeat the same conclusion over and over, but the Clinton Administration’s MADness demands it. It is now common knowledge that the Clinton Administration can be defied. Those who would argue that the recent retaliatory strikes against suspected terrorist sites in Afghanistan and Sudan were a sign of U.S. strength may be correct, but the rationale behind attacking well-known, fixed non-nuclear terrorist bases does not apply to defeating hidden ballistic missiles. First, the groups, while perhaps supported by some governments such as Iran, are expendable to those governments, and cannot be held "hostage" as a bargaining chip to gain concessions for ballistic missile programs. And it would be difficult to find and attack missiles before they are launched—witness the abortive Scud hunts in the 1991 Gulf War.

Apparently, the Clinton Administration feels nuclear weapons are different, that their ability to inflict such catastrophic damage on the earth makes them such a bad thing that on the one hand they must be gotten rid of and on the other hand the threat of U.S. nuclear retaliation will deter under all scenarios. This, of course, ignores the fact that we have been using our nuclear arsenal as a tool for deterrence for decades, and now other countries want to have the same tool, a completely rational notion.

Clearly, effective missile defenses are required—as soon as possible. The first, most urgent step that should be taken immediately is to upgrade our Aegis Cruiser missile defense system as quickly as technologically possible, without the constraints of the ABM Treaty. This could be done in 3-4 years and would cost $2-3 billion. This could serve as a defense against the medium-range missiles while we work on developing the space- and ground-based aspects of a workable National Missile Defense infrastructure.

