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Score One for W—And Note How The Plot Thickens!
Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) will have to eat more than a little crow for launching the President on his latest trip abroad with shamelessly partisan criticism—that under President Bush’s leadership we are “isolating ourselves, and in so isolating ourselves, I think we are minimizing ourselves.”   

It is hard to imagine Senator Daschle’s comments on the eve of the President Bush’s trip were not intended to undermine his President’s credibility in representing U.S. interests abroad—notwithstanding the Senator’s feigned ignorance that the President was meeting with world leaders at the Group of Eight (G-8) economic summit in Genoa, Italy.  Does the Senator not read the papers?  Give us a break!

Yet, the President Bush did quite well, thank you, even without the bipartisan support usually accorded the President when representing all Americans to the rest of the world.  Most prominently, the press around the world is now abuzz spinning the agreement between Presidents Bush and Putin to discuss a new strategic framework for relations between the U.S. and Russia, which includes a prominent role for missile defenses.   

President Bush, derided by many in the liberal chattering class as a novice in international affairs, issued a joint communiqué with Russian President Putin that they agreed in principle that the United States could pursue its missile defense plans, provided both countries committed to a reduction in their nuclear arsenals.  As many in Russia have since acknowledged, President Putin accepted President Bush’s approach for additional reductions in nuclear weapons and building defenses—the U.S. agenda of the Reagan-Bush I years, abandoned by the Clinton Administration.  

The two Presidents also tasked their senior national security officials to meet over the coming weeks to define a new U.S.-Russian relationship.  These discussions begin this week with National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice visiting Moscow to work with President Putin’s senior staff to put the consultations on an “aggressive schedule.”  And her meetings will be followed by discussions between Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Secretary of State Colin Powell and their counterparts to set the new arrangements into place.  And don’t forget that the next planned Bush-Putin meeting is in October, on the margins of an economic summit in Shanghai, China.  And then, President Bush will be hosting President Putin at his Texas ranch in November.  How about a major announcement in Texas on the results of the “aggressive schedule” of consultations between now and then?

Since Secretary Rumsfeld and other senior administration spokesmen have testified to Congress that the Pentagon’s testing program will “bump-up” against the ABM Treaty in a matter of months, this no doubt would be a desirable timeframe for putting that relic of the Cold War behind us.  The President and his spokesmen have uniformly declared that the Treaty must go—and they show no signs of backing away from the President’s pledge to build effective defenses for the American people “at the earliest possible date.”

Of course, those great advocates of arms control, and the ABM Treaty in particular—and their supporters in the liberal press, will be seeking to slow down the President’s efforts to remove the Treaty impediments to building effective defenses.  The Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Joe Biden (D-DE), is holding hearings designed to limit the President’s options in his discussions with the Russians and our allies and friends—he was quick to claim last Sunday on CNN’s Late Edition that the Bush-Putin agreement “implies at least to me that . . . this Administration will not break out of the ABM Treaty” under the consultations, which he, of course, interprets as an indefinite commitment.

But President Bush made clear that he does not see things this way—and that he intends not to permit the Treaty to block his plans to build effective defenses.  And, to repeat, current plans call for testing that will “bump-up” against the Treaty in a matter of months.  So, the question is will Congress fund testing that goes beyond the Treaty?

The answer to that question is to come in September, according to the schedule mandated by Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman, Senator Carl Levin (D-MI)—who has made clear he intends not to fund any testing that exceeds the limits of the Treaty—a factor that may undercut President Bush in his meetings with President Putin in October and November.   Looks like the recipe for a Continuing Resolution to fund the Pentagon for next fiscal year.

 And so, the stage is set for a very interesting and dynamic summer and fall.  The President scored in Genoa and is ahead at this point in his quest to defend America—but the opposition remains determined to block him.  Stay tuned.  
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