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Bush’s Missile Defense Initiative: Only The First Step!!!

During his campaign for President, George W. Bush promised to build effective defenses “at the earliest possible date.”  In his May Day speech at the National Defense University, he finally announced, with little specificity, his plans to protect America and our overseas troops friends and allies from ballistic missile attack.  It is a positive start—but only a start, which he just as well could have announced on day one, rather than three months into his first term.  As the clock continues to tick, senior U.S. leaders will be talking to allies, friends, Russia and China about plans to make a plan—while leaving America’s engineers bound by the ABM Treaty.

On the positive side, President Bush recognized the critical problem: No effective defense can be built within the constraints of the ABM Treaty, about which he observed, “This treaty does not recognize the present or point us to the future.  It enshrines the past.  No treaty that prevents us from addressing today’s threats, that prohibits us from pursuing promising technology to defend ourselves, our friends, and our allies is in our interests or in the interests of world peace.”  On the negative side, the President took no real step to end the Treaty’s constraints that preclude America’s best engineers from applying America’s best technology to develop, test or deploy the most effective defenses—for ourselves and our overseas troops, friends and allies.  

On the positive side, President Bush recognized there exist near-term deployment options, including sea- and air-based defenses that could intercept attacking missiles in their boost phase when they are most vulnerable.  And he noted that land-based and sea-based defenses could intercept attacking missiles in their midcourse phase above the Earth’s atmosphere and during their reentry.  On the negative side, he was silent on the most effective defenses of all, space-based defenses, which use the most advanced technology produced during the administrations of Ronald Reagan and his father—and ignored during the Clinton era.

President Bush is dispatching a high level delegation to talk to allies about his missile defense plans, assuring that “They will be real consultations.  We are not presenting them with unilateral decisions already made.”  He promised to take their views into account, while expressing a “need to reach out” to China and Russia—both of which have expressed hostility to putting the ABM Treaty behind us.  

High Frontier’s Chairman, Ambassador Hank Cooper, observes, “I’ve heard it all before.”  He was Director of the Strategic Defense Initiative during the first Bush Administration and President Reagan’s Chief Negotiator at the Geneva Defense and Space Talks with the Soviet Union.  Cooper notes, “It shouldn’t take a lot of study to identify the most effective defenses that can be built quickly.  Been there, done that—over a decade ago.  And we should know from sad experience how entangling can be ‘consultations’ that can give others an effective veto over U.S. defense programs.  I hope President Bush does not permit such entanglements; that he understands that his campaign promise to build effective defenses at the earliest possible date is in jeopardy if not passé; and that he puts a firm time limit on such recipes for delay.”

High Frontier believes the President’s first step on missile defenses was positive—though less so than we had hoped.   We look forward to specifics on the rapid deployment options that his administration intends to pursue—especially for the sea-based defenses we have long supported.  And we hope the President will revive a robust program to build space-based interceptors and lasers as soon as possible.  These are the most effective defenses we can build—and for lower cost and in less time than other more politically correct options.  But the ABM Treaty must go soon, or the President’s modest first step will lead only to another triumph of hope over experience.
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