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Shall We Go Back to the Future?
As during the Reagan years, missile defense opponents say they don’t object to research on missile defense—they just don’t want to deploy.  As Senator Tom Daschle, the new Senate Majority Leader, said last week, “The President has said he wants to deploy, and I think that is a premature decision and we certainly wouldn’t be prepared to do that.”  

Premature?  Give us a break.

In his 1988 campaign for President, Vice President George H. W. Bush correctly observed that the problem that blocked building ballistic missile defense was not a lack of technology, it was a lack of political will.  Then he promised to end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile—he would choose the architecture within four years and build an effective defense by the end of a second Bush term.

President Bush kept the first part of that promise—he picked the right architecture in his first two years and the U.S. was well on its way to building a defense when President Bill Clinton scuttled the plans to defend America, leaving in place only programs to defend our overseas troops, friends and allies.  Now another President Bush—George W. Bush—can fulfill the second half of his father’s promise, albeit in a different “second Bush term.”

But the new Bush team seems confused on how to proceed.  Spokesmen claim they don’t know what kind of defense to build, and so they are “consulting” with everyone in sight—the Russians, Chinese, allies, friends, whoever—and they are responding mostly negatively in predictable well-worn ways.  Why are we so uncertain?

Says Ambassador Henry F. Cooper—who directed the Bush I Strategic Defense Initiative, “We restructured SDI from a focus on deterring large-scale Soviet attacks on the United States to protecting Americans and our overseas troops, friends and allies from limited attacks from anywhere in the world.  We called it GPALS—for Global Protection Against Limited Strikes.  GPALS  was the right answer then—and it is the right answer now.”

GPALS sought to move away from the Cold War’s confrontational Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) model for the governing relationship between the United States and Russia—toward one based on cooperation in which Russia and others could cooperate in building defenses to protect their citizens from threat of missile attack.  Sound familiar?

In the wake of the Gulf War during which the Chairmen and Ranking Members of the Senate Authorization and Appropriations Committees sought refuge in a Tel Aviv bomb shelter during an Iraqi SCUD raid, a Democrat controlled Senate and House bought the need to defend America, and passed the Missile Defense Act of 1991.  That Act mandated building Theater Missile Defenses for our overseas troops, friends and allies and the first National Missile Defense site, both as soon as possible.  It also included robust R&D on space-based defenses—the result of hard-headed bargaining by pro-missile defense advocates who wanted to build the most effective defenses possible.  

Following this demonstration of bi-partisan American will in 1991—led from the White House, Russia and others bought into the idea as well.  Our friends in Russia persuaded Boris Yeltsin that the Americans were serious and he, in turn, proposed in 1992 that the U.S. and Russia work together to build a Joint Global Defense.

The Bush II team got started right, but since seems to have lost its way.  In a February Munich meeting, Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld made it clear to Russian and other leaders that America was determined to build missile defenses—without regard for the ABM Treaty—and was met with a cautious but positive response.  Since then, U.S. spokesmen have backed off such clear statements of intent—and, as should be expected, opponents have been emboldened to oppose any defense at all for the American homeland.  

To illustrate how low we are sinking, note that a White House official was recently quoted as saying Russia was “going to have to agree to the plan” for the Bush team to gain the needed acceptance to protect Americans from missile attack.  The Bush team is giving the Russians a veto over its plans to provide for the common defense?  Does no one remember how to play this game?

The White House cannot expect Russia to help it gain support from our allies—or Democrat leaders.  Bush II leaders must find their way back to the programs, plans and determined advocacy of Bush I, which were built on Ronald Reagan’s determination to end our total reliance on MAD and build effective defenses—ideas that gained support around the world.   America must lead—and ironically if we are prepared to go it alone, others will join us!!!
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