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Revive and Expedite Space-Based Defense Programs!

It is well understood that effective defenses against ballistic missiles will have to be “layered” defenses—that is, multiple tiers of defenses must be able to provide multiple opportunities to intercept attacking missiles, beginning as soon after launch as possible and continuing throughout their flight trajectory.   

Preferably, a  “boost-phase” layer would intercept attacking missiles shortly after they are launched, while their rockets still burn and before they can release their warheads.  Later, an exo-atmospheric layer would attempt to intercept attacking missiles that leak through the boost-phase defense during their “mid-course” flight above the Earth’s atmosphere.  Finally, an endo-atmospheric layer would intercept missiles in their “terminal” phase after they reenter the Earth’s atmosphere.  

The most effective defenses against ballistic missiles will be space-based defenses, which can provide intercept opportunities in all three phases of the attacking missile’s flight.  The most effective space defense will eventually involve both space-based interceptors (SBIs), which destroy their targets by ramming them, and space-based lasers (SBLs) that direct energy at the speed of light to destroy their targets.   The capabilities of these two types of independent systems complement each other and the combination is robust.

Regrettably, the Clinton Administration cancelled or sharply curtailed work on space-based defenses and focused almost entirely on ground-based defenses that cannot intercept their targets until late in the attacking missile’s flight.  This shortcoming makes it relatively easy for an adversary to build “countermeasures” that would have been defeated by space-based defenses in the 1992 Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) architecture.  For example, the development of “clustered submunitions,” multiple warheads, to be deployed early in a missile’s flight would defeat all missile defense systems being developed by the Clinton Administration at a cost of about $4 billion a year.  The 1998 bipartisan Rumsfeld Commission unanimously concluded that such submunitions might be deployed by potential adversaries within five years—by 2003.

Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, SDI Director during the last Bush Administration, claims that more effective space-based defenses could be built sooner for less money: “SBIs, based on the technology space-qualified in the 1994 Clementine program, could begin operations within five years for an investment of $4-5 billion if that program were fully funded and managed in a streamlined way, as was the Brilliant Pebbles program during the Reagan and Bush Administrations.  Deploying and maintaining a constellation of 1000 satellites for 10-20 years would cost $12-15 billion.  Such a constellation would provide multiple intercept opportunities against all attacking missiles with ranges greater than 150 to 300 miles.  Intercepts could begin during boost-phase against sufficiently long-range missiles.”
“SBLs, which are at the technology demonstration stage, could provide a boost-phase intercept capability against ballistic missiles with ranges greater than about 75 miles.   While they could not destroy missiles during their later flight, SBLs would provide important discrimination data that would enable SBIs to neutralize future countermeasures.  And SBIs would provide a robust defense of SBLs against defense suppression attacks.  With streamlined management and full funding, 12 SBLs could begin operations in about 10 years for about $15-18 billion.”

“Of course, these effective defenses cannot be developed so long as the ABM Treaty is held as sacrosanct.  Thus, the Treaty must be discarded as soon as possible, if the most effective defenses are to be developed and tested during the next several years and deployed as soon thereafter as possible.  In fact, no effective defense can be built under the terms of the ABM Treaty.  It must go—and soon.”

President-elect George W. Bush pledged during the campaign to end America’s vulnerability to ballistic missile attack by building effective missile defenses “at the earliest possible date.”  Space-based defenses are the most effective defenses—and deserve high priority in the President’s program to fulfill his pledge to the American people.  As indicated above, deployment could begin within five years with the right management and needed funding.

Only sea-based defenses can be built faster—and they should receive slightly higher priority because of that fact.  Both sea- and space-based defenses have a global quality and they will complement each other.  Both can intercept missiles both early and late in their flight.  Both will employ a global command and control architecture.  Both could be integrated with ground-based components.  And the combination would be very effective—far more effective than the ground-based defenses alone.

High Froniter urges that, as one of its first acts in the national security field, the Bush Administration should discard the ABM Treaty and expedite the development of both sea- and space-based defenses.
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