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What Is Wrong With This Picture?

On September 7, the CIA sent a report to Congress identifying Russia and China as major exporters of nuclear chemical, and biological weapon-related technology and missile systems to rogue states and unstable regions of the world.  Recall that Russia and China entered a mutual security pact on the eve of the July 22, 2001, meeting in Genoa, Italy between President Bush and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin.  Both Russia and China oppose President Bush’s agenda to build effective defenses against the very threat they are helping to create.  

This CIA report to Congress provides good reasons to expedite U.S. efforts to end America’s total vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile.  But wait – some apparently haven’t gotten that word!

Almost simultaneously, the Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC), under Chairman Carl Levin’s (D-MI) leadership, voted along party lines: 1) to cut $1.3 billion from the President’s budget request for building such a defense; and, more importantly, 2) to insist that no development and testing be conducted beyond the terms of the ABM Treaty and 3) to erect bureaucratic hurdles that would delay all development and testing.

Senator Levin acknowledged that the SASC language, if it becomes law, would keep provisions of the ABM Treaty in place even if President Bush withdraws from the 1972 treaty with the Soviet Union, as is the U.S. right under its terms.   As Senator Jeff Sessions (R-AL) said, “This is an encouragement to the Russians to be obstructionists” in the intense on-going high level talks to consider how the U.S. and Russia might work together to build defenses that clearly will go beyond the ABM Treaty.

Senator Daschle (D-SD) spoke yesterday on national television as if the SASC position had already passed the entire Senate and emphasized that most Senate Democrats, for whom he is the Majority Leader, favor keeping the ABM Treaty, which makes a virtue of keeping the American people vulnerable to ballistic missile attack.

It will be interesting to see if Congressman John Spratt (D-SC) is better informed by the CIA report or whether he proposes similar constraints and seeks additional missile defense cuts in the Defense Bill passed by the House Armed Services Committee (HASC).  He failed to gain a majority on his agenda in committee and is scheduled to try again this week when the Defense Bill is taken to the House floor.  

Whatever happens in the House and Senate floor deliberations, authorization of the President’s missile defense budget request seems destined to be a House-Senate conference issue in determining what will be sent to the President to sign into law.  And without substantial changes, a veto seems likely – because the President cannot tolerate such an intrusion into his legitimate efforts under the Constitution either to carry on his discussions with Russia on these issues or to build the defenses the nation needs.

Meanwhile, the Senate and House Appropriations Committees (SAC and HAC) will also deliberate on these issues – and they have the final say on how much money the President will get for missile defense.  

Notably, Chairman of the SAC Defense Subcommittee, Senator Daniel Inouye (D-HI), told Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld last week that he would support the President’s budget request for the Defense Department – a most welcome promise.  No doubt, Senator Inouye recalls the August 31, 1998, Taepo Dong ballistic missile launch from North Korea that almost reached Hawaii – and perhaps he cares more than some of his Democrat colleagues about building effective defenses as soon as possible.  Assuming that Senator Inouye gets his way and the President’s budget request is fully funded in the SAC, 60 votes will be required to approve that appropriation because it will exceed the level previously approved by the Senate budget committee.  That is no mean task.  

While Congress deliberates in such a public way over whether the President will be given the funds and the latitude to develop and test the defenses we need, the President’s representatives are engaged in intense discussions with the Russians about whether they will join the U.S. to move beyond the ABM Treaty and end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile – from any of a number of states that wish us ill.  And as the recent CIA report indicated, the time before we confront that reality may be running out.  Administration officials say the Treaty will limit our testing within months – and President Bush has promised to withdraw when that happens.

You’d think Congress would back the President’s effort to achieve a cooperative regime – but many seem intent on undermining him.  Only three weeks remain before the beginning of the next fiscal year.  Will Congress pass bills that the President can sign before the next fiscal year begins?  Will Congress be supporting the President when he meets with Russian President Putin in October and November?  

What was that in the Constitution that America’s representatives are sworn to uphold – something about providing for the common defense as the first duty of government?  
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