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Disinformation from Huntsville
 Based on a couple of press accounts, a lot of disinformation was recently generated at a Huntsville, Alabama, Ballistic Missile Defense conference.  As the home of the Army’s ground-based missile defense programs, it not surprising that negative things were said about space-based and sea-based defenses—generally Air Force and Navy interests.  What is surprising is a notable lack of investigative reporting to separate truth from fiction.

First, according to the July 18 New York Times, BMDO Executive Director Rob Snyder alleged that $4.8 billion was spent on Brilliant Pebbles, the premier space-based interceptor program that the Reagan Administration initiated in 1987 and the Clinton Administration killed in 1993.  As SDI’s comptroller during those years, Snyder’s alleged claims might reasonably be taken as truth—but a small bit of checking will reveal that the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory team—which demonstrated the sound technological basis for the Pebbles concept—spent about $0.5 billion, while the two contractor teams—TRW-Hughes and Martin Marietta—spent a like amount working on a fully approved Major Defense Acquisition Program, with public budgets.  Thus, Snyder’s alleged claim about the government’s investment in Brilliant Pebbles was exaggerated by almost a factor of five.  Only about 3 percent of the Pentagon’s missile defense budget during theReagan-Bush I years was spent on Brilliant Pebbles, easily the most advanced system created in those years, destroyed by the Clinton Administration, and, so far, still languishing in Bush II—which has mustered nothing better than planning a notional 2005-6 initial test in space of a revived space-based interceptor concept.

As if to prove the implied immaturity of this technology, unnamed critics, quoted by the Times, “doubted the interceptors could function when left for long periods in space”—but a little checking would have revealed that the first generation Brilliant Pebbles hardware and software was space-qualified in the 1994 Clementine mission which mapped the Moon in 15 spectral bands, employing a more sophisticated sensor suite than that now being developed for BMDO’s ground based interceptor system.  The National Academy of Science and NASA Administrator Dan Goldin both gave the Clementine team awards for this record-setting mission, which was the model for NASA’s “faster, better, cheaper” approach to deep-space exploration.  There is no doubt this technology is mature—a space-based global defense would be far less expensive and more militarily effective than the single ground-based interceptor site in Alaska, and it could be built on the same timeframe, if it were politically correct.
A second record of disinformation was documented in a July 23 article in Defense Week—normally expected to do a better job in reporting on defense matters that the usually biased New York Times.  They alleged Navy and other officials claimed sea-based defenses for the U.S. homeland were only in the conceptual stage, had experienced major cost growth, and were markedly less mature than ground-based defenses.  Whatever the officials may have said, minor investigative reporting would have found that, in 1993, the Clinton Administration inherited a fully funded Navy Theater Wide program that could have begun operations several years ago—and that system, if fully empowered for a relatively small additional investment, could have been defending a major part of the U.S. population by now.  The Clinton Administration simply refused to move ahead with that program in spite of repeated prodding from the Congress.  

Over a dozen internal Pentagon studies by a wide variety of qualified reviewers found positive potential for sea-based defenses—as a matter of policy, always assumed as an adjunct to ground-based defenses which were to be built first—they were less threatening to the ABM Treaty.  Three reports to Congress made it through the Clinton Pentagon’s reluctant gauntlet and validate this claim.  And the Pentagon fought publication of even these limited conclusions.

For example, the first report—classified so that it was of no use in the public debate—made it to the Congress months late in 1998, and it took until June 1999 to meet Congress’ demand for an unclassified version (the second report).  This report validated the role of sea-based defenses—and, after two years, the Clinton Pentagon was on record with the obvious point that the same technology is involved in both sea- and ground-based defenses.  Congress demanded additional details from a reluctant Pentagon by March 2000—and only the first phase was completed by the Clinton Administration, but not delivered to the Hill until the Bush Administration submitted it—unaltered—in March 2001.  Notably, even the Clinton Pentagon cost-estimating bureaucracy acknowledged in this still biased report that sea-based interceptors—based on the Navy Theater Wide system—capable of defending a significant portion of the U.S. population could begin operations for $4-6 billion—slightly over 10-percent of the estimated cost of the first ground-based site in Alaska.  And High Frontier continues to believe this could happen within 3-4 years for $2-3 billion more than already planned for various missile defense programs, if only the powers that be want to make it happen.

This is only the tip of an iceberg.  There’s a story here!  Is there an honest investigative reporter in the house?  
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