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Definitely—End of the Honeymoon!!!

As Senator James Jeffords of Vermont left the Republican Party to become an Independent, control of the Senate returned to the Democrats for the first time since 1994—and President Bush’s honeymoon with Congress is most definitely over as unified Republican control of the federal government ended after only four months.

All the Senate leaders—who set the agenda for considering the President’s plans, programs and budgets—now will be men who have often opposed the President’s announced agenda.  Nowhere is this more clear than in the case of the President’s campaign promise to build effective ballistic missile defenses at the earliest possible date.

For example, the new Senate Majority Leader, Senator Tom Daschle (D-SD), last week responded to Defense Secretary Rumsfeld’s announcement reorganizing how the Pentagon will acquire and operate offensive and defensive military space programs referred to space-based defenses—easily the most cost effective global defense—as “the dumbest idea” he had heard.   

And Senators Carl Levin (D-MI) and Joe Biden (D-DE), who will now chair the very important Senate Armed Services and Senate Foreign Relations Committees, have recently claimed that the President’s missile defense plans will lead to instability, end arms control, and create an arms race in space—reminiscent of the shrill cries of the 1980s about President Reagan’s SDI program.  These arguments by the arms control elite and the freeze movement were discredited by Reagan’s successful dealings with the Soviet Union and our allies, and they are again wrongheaded—but they will present a formidable challenge to the Bush Administration.

Perhaps the most onerous of the challenges posed by Senator Levin is his opposition to “unilateral measures” that would change the ABM Treaty—that Cold War relic which prevents building any effective defense for the American people.  He will surely use the considerable powers of his new position to seek legislation locking the President into a posture that gives Russia, China, and others a de facto veto over U.S. programs to build effective defenses.  Indeed, they could veto not only programs to build sea-based, air-based, and space-based defenses, but even those to develop and test these most effective defense concepts. 

Such political pressures from Senator Levin already encourage the Russians and others to believe that they can frustrate the President’s efforts by not agreeing to his agenda—as he and his representatives continue to consult around the world on plans to build a global defense—one that could protect Americans at home and our overseas troops, friends and allies.   

The President still wields the power of the veto over Acts of Congress, and Congressional supporters maintain the votes to sustain that veto.  So the President can win if he hangs tough in demanding the key elements of his program to build the most effective defenses—which cannot be done under the constraints of that Treaty which should have gone away with the Soviet Union.  But make no mistake; his job became considerably more difficult today.

High Frontier waits with great anticipation to hear President Bush’s speech at Annapolis tomorrow—to see if there is a clue about his intentions to stand and fight on this key issue.  And in observing the prelude to his Summit meeting with Russian President Putin in mid-June—a key test of his resolve.

Ronald Reagan was up to such a challenge—in the face of a much more potent negative public affairs campaign and in the face of much opposition in the Congress.  We hope George W. Bush’s leadership will be equally strong.
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