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So Little, So Late!!!
Stock-taking after the Crawford Summit between Presidents Bush and Putin reveals that, in spite of their pleasant photo-ops and friendly public banter, there is little of substance for missile defense advocates to cheer. 

The President announced the U.S. intends unilaterally to cut its strategic nuclear forces by two-thirds, giving up it’s strongest leverage in gaining Russia’s agreement to move beyond the ABM Treaty – as if we should need their agreement “to provide for the common defense,” charged by the Constitution to be our federal government’s first duty.

President Putin said he would match these cuts, which economics are forcing on Russia anyway. But he gave no ground on President Bush’s wish for Russia and the U.S. to move together beyond the ABM Treaty, while in effect saying, “Thank you very much for your concessions on our main concern, which – by the way – we’d like to put in a Treaty.”

This is, of course, a very familiar Russian negotiating tactic – “Accept all concessions and then make more demands.”

Even more troubling are disingenuous comments by senior officials after the summit. For example, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice told the press: “I think the main progress that’s being made is that they [the Presidents] continue at their level, and then at the experts’ level, to share more and more information about how U.S. plans are developing for missile defenses. I want to remind everyone that this is a robust research, development, and testing program, evaluation program. So there was another briefing for the Russians when we were in New York, prior to the meeting in Washington, about the progress of those plans, about some of the time lines that are driving those plans….I just here quote President Putin – whatever we do to address our concerns about missile defense, this is in the context now of a substantively changed relationship from where we were several months ago…. This is a smaller element of the U.S.-Russian relationship than it was several months ago, and certainly than it was before September 11.”

Note there was no reference to actually deploying defenses for the American people – even though September 11 made clear that America’s vulnerability is no virtue, including to ballistic missiles. And we’re just explaining our plans? We should we suggest we need Russia to agree with our plans? What are Russia’s plans with their existing homeland defense against missiles? And how is America’s vulnerability to missile attack a smaller concern after September 11?

Then, following repeated questions about when the U.S. would withdraw from the Treaty, as the President has promised from the Presidential campaign, Dr. Rice made the most infuriating comment of all, “We’ll see how long we can go before we have to actually begin the testing and development program.”
Bear in mind that Article 5 of the Treaty bans development, testing and deployment of sea-based, space-based, air-based and mobile ground based defenses for the American people – such defenses would be more effective than the more expensive ground-based system carried over from the Clinton Administration – apparently now the centerpiece of the Bush program. And Article 6 blocks testing defenses built for protecting our troops, friends and allies to protect the U.S. homeland.

So we can protect out allies, but not Americans at home? How does that play in Peoria?

Moreover, SDI experimental programs during the Reagan and first Bush Administrations were made more complex, risky and expensive to abide by these limits – and that has always contributed to higher costs and program delays. If there were no ABM Treaty, there is little doubt that substantially different missile defense systems would have been developed – indeed they could have been operational long before now.

We’ll see how long we can go before we test and develop – let alone deploy – defenses for the American people? Give me a break!!!

What will it take for America to be defended? Must a missile armed with a weapon of mass destruction fall on an American city, making September 11 look like a picnic, before America abandons this Cold War relic and releases America’s best engineers to build the best defenses they can as quickly as they can?

President Bush has repeatedly promised – as a Presidential candidate and as President – that he would get rid of the ABM Treaty as soon as possible and build the defenses America desperately needs. It is long past time for actions to match words.
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