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“Bumping-Up” Against The ABM Treaty!!!
Senior Bush Administration officials say it is only a matter of months before the planned missile defense tests will be in direct conflict with the ABM Treaty – “bumping-up” against the Treaty, as Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz called it in his superb July 12 testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee.   So, the clock is ticking on recently initiated high level talks about whether Russia will cooperate in removing those constraints or whether the U.S. will withdraw from the Treaty, as is its right under Article XV.

President Bush’s National Security Advisor, Condoleezza Rice, made this explicitly clear in her August 2 interview with the Washington Times: “At the end of the day, [President Bush] is going to have to go forward [with the testing], and since we don’t plan to violate the Treaty, that would mean we would have to withdraw.”  He must move ahead to meet his campaign pledge to build effective defenses “at the earliest possible date.”

What a schedule of high level talks has been laid out to build on the agreement between President Bush and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, reached at their July 22 meeting in Genoa, Italy!  

A U.S. delegation led by Undersecretary of Defense Doug Feith is headed to Moscow for Tuesday and Wednesday meetings on this important matter – First Deputy of the General Staff Yuri Baluyevsky will lead the Russians.  This meeting is a prelude to later August meetings between Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld and Russia’s Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov.  And in mid-September, Secretary of State Colin Powell will meet with Russia’s Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov in New York.  Everyone will be listening to the speeches at the fall meeting of the United Nations General Assembly for clues on how the talks are going.

Then, Presidents Bush and Putin will meet on the margins of an economic meeting in Shanghai, China in mid-September.  China probably will be complaining about U.S. policy, with support from many U.S. and other naysayers – and perhaps in concert with Russia, who has recently agreed with China to support continuing the ABM Treaty.  

Meanwhile, Congress will be deliberating legislation and funding for the President’s Fiscal Year 2002 budget request to conduct tests that will “bump-up” against the Treaty.   This will be an interesting time for the TV “talking heads,” as the end of the fiscal year approaches – and a possible shutdown of the Defense Department looms if funds are not appropriated for Fiscal Year 2002, which begins on October 1 – before Mr. Putin visits Mr. Bush at his Texas ranch.  

Anyone familiar with recent House and Senate Armed Services Committee hearings can expound on numerous possible scenarios, especially against the backdrop of outspoken Democrat leaders who oppose the President’s missile defense efforts.  Their opposition could mislead Russia’s negotiators about America’s resolve to build effective defenses – and that misjudgment could block possible agreement to move together to build global defenses.  

House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt (D-MO) drew clear battle lines as Congress left town for its August recess.  He vowed to unite Democrats and persuade sufficient Republicans to block any missile defense system that violates the ABM Treaty.  Thus, expect a major House floor fight to overturn the HASC-recommended Defense Bill when Congress returns after Labor Day – and as the President goes abroad to meet with Mr. Putin in China.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) earlier declared his opposition to the President’s program and undercut the President during his last trip abroad with false criticisms about the President’s alleged “isolationist” foreign policy, especially regarding the ABM Treaty.  The President clearly won that round with Senator Daschle when Mr. Putin agreed to begin high level talks about building defenses that clearly go beyond the Treaty – definitely not an isolationist move.

Nevertheless, SASC Chairman Senator Carl Levin (D-MI) still opposes any “unilateral” steps to moving beyond the ABM Treaty – expect him to seek to so constrain Pentagon programs during the SASC deliberations on the President’s Defense Bill and in the Senate Floor debate, maybe while Presidents Bush and Putin meet in China.  

The President could veto Mr. Levin’s first Defense Authorization Bill as SASC Chairman – and he wins if the Defense Appropriation Bill passes unencumbered by undesired constraints.  If the Appropriations Bill carries undesirable constraints, an impasse could shut down the Defense Department.  Under a Continuing Resolution, which seems likely, programs would remain at current funding levels, but without the President’s proposed increases in many underfunded Defense Department programs.  Not good news for the Defense Department – but not an unusual occurrence.

And this “bump-up” dance need not end in September – there’s the Bush-Putin meeting at the ranch in October, after fiscal year 2002 begins and as we get closer to missile defense testing conflicts with the Treaty.  Stay Tuned!  
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