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North Korea Launches Three-Stage Rocket; America Threatened!

After further study of the data from North Korea’s August 31st test of its Taepo Dong I ballistic missile, the intelligence community retracted its initial reports of a two stage, medium range missile and acknowledged it was actually a three stage missile with intercontinental range potential. North Korean TV proudly broadcast that a satellite had been launched to honor paramount leader Kim Jong Il, a claim supported by the Russians. Then U.S. intelligence acknowledged that North Korea attempted a satellite launch, but failed. A consequence is that Pyongyang will shortly have—if it does not already possess—the ability to strike Alaska and Hawaii with light weight biological weapons. And the follow-on Taipo Dong II will, no doubt, be able to reach the continental U.S.

This event vindicates the recent Rumsfeld Commission’s conclusion that rogue states like North Korea could deploy long-range ballistic missiles to threaten the U.S. within five years of deciding to do so—and that we would not know when they made such a decision. And it totally discredits the 1995 National Intelligence Estimate, since relied upon by the White House to claim there would be sufficient warning to build a national missile defense before it is needed. The Japanese, whose mainland was crossed by the missile, have since decided to join the U.S. in developing the Aegis-based Navy Theater Wide system to defend their homeland. Why not defend America at the same time? Only a small investment and the ABM treaty stand in the way.

Time to Wake Up from "Monicagate"

Unfortunately, American intelligence was once again caught with their pants down regarding this most serious developing threat to America’s homeland. On September 23, the CIA’s top analyst on such threats, Robert Walpole, told the Senate Armed Services Committee, "Although the launch of the Taepo Dong I as a missile was expected for some time, its use as a space launch vehicle with a third stage was not. The existence of a third stage concerns us. We had not anticipated it." In the same hearing, former Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld noted it is very probable the U.S. will not know what is going on in the world in the high-stakes game of ICBM development.

High Frontier’s Chairman, Ambassador Hank Cooper, observed "Multi-staging a rocket is the main technical hurdle to cross in developing intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) capability. It is then relatively easy to obtain the guidance needed to hit American cities. As of now, North Korea can see the finish line in their race to hold Americans at home hostage to missile attack—and North Korea is well known for selling to others, like Iran."

The U.S. Fails to Stay the Course with Sanctions

As is the case with the Clinton Administration’s failure to make good on promises of dire consequences resulting from Iraq’s refusal to abide by the Gulf War-ending agreement for Baghdad to completely dismantle its WMD program, the White House has once again shown a lack of resolve with North Korea. The Daily Yomiuri of Japan reported on September 22 that the U.S. had convinced Japan to resume its funding for the construction of civilian nuclear reactors. Such funding had been suspended with strong language from Japanese officials immediately after the launch, but Secretary of State Madeleine Albright said in a joint press conference after meetings held September 20 that while she understood Tokyo’s concern, she urged Japan to keep the reactor issue decoupled from proliferation concerns. This followed a U.S. State Department announcement that it was following through on a plan to deliver 300,000 tons of food to North Korea by the end of 1998, made with its own decision that its humanitarian aid programs would not be linked to proliferation issues.

While the circumstances in North Korea are truly desperate for the ordinary citizen, these shipments of food will not likely improve their lot in life, much less lead Pyongyang to give up its WMD and ballistic missile programs. Remember, in 1994 the current nuclear reactor program was instigated as an inducement for North Korea to do just that. Whole lot of good that did! As stated in a South Korean newspaper, the Korea Herald, on September 21, "Conciliatory measures alone cannot prompt changes in the North as desired by the West. This has been proved by provocative acts the Pyongyang regime committed this year such as the infiltration of agents into the South…[and] once again manifested by its recent firing of a rocket, part of which flew over Japan…[I]t may now falsely believe that it can earn international respect by flexing its military muscles." Had the U.S. made a strong stand against proliferators in the past, this situation might have been avoided entirely.

Japan Reacts

Needless to say, Japan is alarmed by the recent North Korean missile test. As a result, Tokyo and Washington agreed on September 21 to cooperatively develop a Theater Missile Defense (TMD) system using the Aegis cruiser Navy Theater Wide system, currently deployed on Japanese Kongo class cruisers.

One problematic issue is the ABM Treaty. With such a real threat to the Japanese homeland, one would hope Tokyo would diplomatically laugh in Washington’s face if the U.S. were to urge the Japanese dumb-down their defense to comply with our missile defense albatross. But this may not happen, and Japan may get less defense than current technology affords simply because the Clinton White House insists that the Aegis system not be permitted also to defend Americans in their U.S. homeland.

The good news, as Defense News reported in its September 21-27 issue, is that Japanese partnership could speed the deployment of Navy Theater Wide on U.S. ships by an as-yet unspecified amount of time. The Yomiuri Shimbun weighed the not insubstantial costs of the program versus its anticipated benefits and concluded on September 22 that a "joint study is necessary for the two countries to decide whether they should begin full-fledged development of the system."

With positive results from this study—and if Congress continues to insist on a serious Navy Theater Wide program—America, Japan and other allies can be defended relatively soon. Since the American taxpayer has already invested $50 billion in the Aegis system deployed around the world, it could be given a global defense capability for only $2-3 billion more—and deployment could begin in the Sea of Japan in 3-4 years. But it will also require that something be done about the ABM Treaty, which bans effective sea-based defenses.

False Promises?

While the promise of cooperative development of TMD is refreshing to see, past examples of cooperative missile defense programs have died premature deaths. Congressman Curt Weldon (R-PA) noted in the September 25 Aerospace Daily that the MEADS program, a cooperative effort among the U.S., Germany and Italy has had its funding cut off after 1999, while the Tactical High Energy Laser (THEL) program with Israel requires yearly funding increases over Clinton Administration requests by Congress to keep the program afloat. Such precedents bode ill for a "U.S.-anybody else" research program on missile defense.

Defend America Now!

The worst false promise of all, of course, is the one the Clinton Administration made to protect the American people from military threats, of which ballistic missile attack is a growing component.

Remember, if only the Japanese homeland were in the range of the Taepo Dong I launched by North Korea, there would be approximately 100,000 American troops directly threatened by it. But, since the test missile attempted to put a satellite in orbit—bringing an ICBM capability within North Korea’s reach, there is now a critical requirement for a workable, commonsense ballistic missile defense for America, too. And we need it soon.

With Japanese assistance, the Navy Theater Wide system could be completed with less of a burden on the American taxpayer. Other allies could also help. But in the final analysis, it will be up to the American people and the Congress to generate the momentum necessary to secure funding for a workable ballistic missile defense—and to eliminate the political barrier posed by the ABM Treaty.

If there is not bipartisan support in Congress to defend America now, RNC Chairman Jim Nicholson has made missile defense a priority issue in the November election—so maybe next year we can begin in earnest. Candidates have responded favorably to a High Frontier survey in which they were requested to pledge to defend America from ballistic missiles.

Stay tuned to see if Washington ends its scandal of keeping America vulnerable as a matter of policy. It should not—and need not—be so. 

