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“W” Gets An “A”—More To Come?
President George W. Bush has returned home from his first successful trip to Europe as President, and should be applauded for telling it like it is on the ABM Treaty and the need to protect America and our overseas troops, friends and allies from ballistic missile attack.  Good show—as far as it goes!
Before leaving for Europe, he sharply criticized Mutual Assured Destruction—the MAD doctrine of the Cold War that made a virtue of keeping American and Soviet citizens vulnerable to each other’s ballistic missiles.  Throughout his trip he proclaimed that “Russia is no longer our enemy and, therefore, we shouldn’t be locked into a Cold War mentality” by threatening to blow each other up—and emphasized that the ABM Treaty, which is based on MAD, must go because it prohibits the U.S. from developing and testing the most effective defenses made possible by modern technology.

Although most of NATO’s 19 members were critical of the President’s position, the reactions of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Italy, Spain, Turkey, and Great Britain varied from cautiously positive to strong support.  These join others outside of Europe—including India and Australia—who have responded positively to the President’s position.

The President’s two-hour meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin in Slovenia also went as well as could be expected, given Putin’s deal with the “Shanghai Five,” announced midweek before the Summit.  As Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov told reporters, Moscow’s opposition to Bush on missile defenses “fully coincides with China’s.”  (The Shanghai Five—China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan—have been joined by Uzbekistan and may rename themselves the “Shanghai Cooperation Organization.”)

This agreement ended any hope that Putin would announce at Saturday’s meeting a return to Boris Yeltsin’s 1992 cooperative agenda on joining the U.S. in building a global defense—and sets the stage for a major political battle on the future of missile defense programs, as Congress considers Bush’s plans to accelerate efforts to build defenses to end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile.

Now, expect growing pressure from a reinvigorated complement of MAD disciples who will argue, as they have since the 1960s, that defenses will provoke an arms race; threats of retaliation are better at keeping the peace than defending our people; and our hopes are better placed at the altar of arms control.  

Opponents will argue that the ABM Treaty does not prevent research, which they claim to support—an argument they use when on the defensive.  Other times, they point to all the money they claim has been wasted on R&D without building anything—and when arguing against the President’s budget this summer, expect them to make both arguments simultaneously.

To respond to voters who support ending America’s vulnerability, they will declare their allegiance to building Clinton’s expensive ground-based system—a configuration permitted by the Treaty—that is, build it someday after everything is proven beyond the shadow of a doubt by complete full scale testing at test ranges.  If they are successful in their campaign to derail the President’s stated interest in more effective defenses, which they know cannot be realistically tested within the terms of the Treaty, then they will again “discover” how ineffective the ground-based system will be and criticize the poor fools who wasted all that money.

Meanwhile, they will seek to block full testing of, for example, sea-based defenses we are building to protect our overseas troops, friends and allies, thereby preventing the use of much less expensive and more effective defenses for the American people—that would violate the ABM Treaty, you see.  As Admiral Rod Rempt told a Capitol Hill breakfast seminar last week, building such defenses is “straight forward” if the Navy is released from the ABM Treaty and given the necessary funding.  Aerospace Daily quotes him as saying, “What we’ve been told so far is don’t do this, don’t do it at all. . . . So there has to be a change in direction here.”

Indeed!!!  And it is clear that President Bush wants to change direction.  But he will have to win a major political war.  How things go with Congress will determine how well “W’s” next meetings with Putin will go—in July and the Fall.  And at risk is his campaign promise to build effective defenses “at the earliest possible date.”
The President’s trip was successful—and his press conference with Putin was charming.  But the devil is in the details and there is much more to come.  Stay tuned!!!
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