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Will the Next Sputnik be a Missile Strike on U.S. Soil?

Don’t Mess With the U.S.

If there’s one thing that’s true about Americans, from anywhere in the Union, it’s that nothing causes us to spring into action like a crisis.

For example, who would have thought a sound would have sparked the race to put a human on the moon. That sound? The beep…beep…beep… of Sputnik. When Americans learned the Soviet Union had placed a satellite in space, over our heads and unreachable by anything we had, the outcry was deafening. Then, Moscow put Yuri Gagarin in space. Another outcry. We did the same things a very short time later, but that isn’t terribly important to us, is it? Of course not. Americans can’t stand being second at anything, and during the late 50s and 60s we especially couldn’t handle being bested by the Soviets. The national sentiment was "Whaddaya mean, the Russians beat us? That can’t be allowed to happen." Skip ahead to 1969. Neil Armstrong jumps onto the surface of the moon, proclaiming "That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind." We had won the "space race," reaffirming our belief that America is the best at whatever it sets its mind to doing. U.S.A.! U.S.A.!

Reality Bites

When it comes to ballistic missile defense, remember one additional fact from the space program. Reaching that glorious August day in 1969 took us eight years from President Kennedy’s visionary declaration in 1961 that we would place a man on the moon by the end of the decade. During those years we were committed, politically and financially, to the mission of putting a man on the moon. Of course there were times when the program was challenged, and had many failures, but it always survived, and, finally, paid off.

Naysayers abounded with regard to the possibility of space travel. Norm Augustine, former CEO of Lockheed Martin, a leading defense and space company, in his book Augustine’s Laws, cited several seriously erroneous predictions of the future. On page 282, Augustine included the quote "Space travel is utter bilge." Who said this? Sir Richard van der Riet Wooley, The Astronomer Royal. Most important, though, is when he said it: 1956, a year before Sputnik and only thirteen years before the Eagle landed.

The Ballistic Missile Crisis is Upon Us: Even the Clinton Administration Now Says So

The day after President Clinton’s State of the Union Address, Defense Secretary William held a press conference to announce the White House’s intention to recommend spending $10.5 billion over the next six years on missile defense (mostly in the years after Clinton will be out of office), and to negotiate amendments to the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty of 1972 to allow us to defend our entire nation, not just our ICBMs in North Dakota. The reason for this seeming change of heart? North Korea’s August 31st launch of its three-stage Taepo Dong missile, which flew over Japan’s main island, and landed south of Alaska, over 3,000 miles away. In the Secretary’s own words "We are affirming that there is a threat, and the threat is growing…[I]t will pose a danger to not only to our troops overseas but also to Americans at home."

And thus the bubble of the anti-missile defense crowd has finally burst. Kim Holmes, vice president for international affairs at the Heritage Foundation, a leading conservative think tank, said in the January 27, 1999 Washington Times "The good news is that they [the Clinton Administration-ed.] have mainstreamed the issue of missile defense. They have undercut the issue for the left."

Holmes is right: the question is no longer "Does the U.S. need a missile defense?" Instead, the question has become: "What and in what timeframe should we build?" It is truly gratifying to hear someone from the Administration finally admit what has been known all along to be the case. Since its founding, High Frontier has been making the very argument just made by Secretary Cohen.

Unfortunately, the Clinton Administration’s proposal falls short of being a serious strategy to build effective missile defenses. Regrettably, the Clinton White House killed off programs left by the Reagan and Bush Administrations, which could have built many workable systems by now. And the present proposed program has many flaws. First, no commitment has been made to build anything. Second, the bulk of the money for a flawed ground-based defense is proposed for after fiscal year (FY) 2001 is illusory; this is not a serious commitment. Third, there will be further "studies" of the Navy’s Theater Wide interceptor and the Army’s Theater High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) interceptors, delaying the development of both.

Thus, for all its rhetoric, the Clinton Administration has done nothing actually to commit to building a workable defense. And the suggested study undercuts early deployment. The Navy’s sea-based Theater Wide could be ready in 36-40 months for less than $3 billion to begin defending Americans at home and abroad.

As it turns out, the Clinton Administration has done nothing of substance to defend America. Of course, it’s possible the decision will eventually be made to deploy some defense, but that would be counter to every action the Clinton White House has ever taken on this issue. There is a final flaw, discussed below.

In short, the President is still hesitating on defending America even though, as his own Secretary of Defense admits, "The threat exists." Not will exist, exists.

Needless to Say, Russia is Less Than Thrilled

Just a few days after the announcement, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright visited Moscow to meet with the Russians on several issues, including renegotiating the ABM Treaty to allow for the defense of all fifty states (the current site in Grand Forks, ND would not be able to defend Alaska and Hawaii) by adding a site in Alaska. The basic premise behind the negotiation is flawed, however. First, it depends on limited "terminal" defense, in which the missile is already descending on its target (us.) Second, the negotiating strategy does not allow for even limited defenses to be developed to their full capability technically. Any defense deployed under the amended ABM Treaty would not be all it can be. Third, our negotiating strategy does not allow for either sea- or space-based national missile defense systems, which are both key to truly effective global missile defenses. The Clinton programs fall far short of what we need to protect ourselves.

Russia has up to now adamantly rejected any changes to the ABM Treaty. This stance is most likely a tactic to gain another concession from Washington. Moscow has been using the threat of no Duma ratification of the START II Treaty as the stick with which to force us to not pursue NMD in any serious way. Expect this tactic to continue, and expect the pro-arms control forces in the Administration to cowtow to the Russians rather than withdraw from the Treaty, as is our right. Indeed, many, including Senate Arms Services Committee Chairman Jesse Helms (R-NC), argue the Treaty itself is already dead because it was with the Soviet Union, not Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Kazakhstan.

Build Effective Defenses Now!

High Frontier’s Chairman and former SDI Director Ambassador Henry Cooper observed that "The last year of the Bush Administration was the last time effective missile defense was being seriously developed—and negotiations with the Russians were then underway to build a joint global defense. The Clinton Administration abandoned both the programs for effective defenses and such sensible negotia-tions, and they are now giving Russia a veto over our ability to defend America. I hope Secretary Cohen’s acknowledgement of the existing threat will spur action to do all we can to provide for the common defense from ballistic missiles."

