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The Myth of a National Missile Defense

In its attempt to convince the American public that it is doing something to actually protect the United States against a ballistic missile attack, the current administration is championing a doomed National Missile Defense (NMD) strategy based on the following false assumptions:

 That a single-site, ground-based "point" defense, only able to shoot down missiles once they are in their descent toward American soil, is sufficient to protect all Americans.

 That the NMD system must only be capable of defending against single-warhead missiles, not those equipped with Multiple Independently-targeted Reentry Vehicles ("MIRVs" or "clusters")

 That the American homeland, our forward-based troops and our allies can be protected while staying within the limitations of the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which prohibits both sea- and space-based ballistic missile defenses.

 Myth #1: A Single-Site Point Defense is Sufficient

Nothing could be further from the truth: just ask the citizens of Alaska and Hawaii! The ABM Treaty allows one, fixed-site defense system. We have designated Grand Forks AFB, North Dakota, as our site. While this, in theory, would provide coverage for the continental United States (CONUS), it would do nothing to protect Alaska and Hawaii from attack. And don’t think that they’re not aware of this. Alaska’s state legislature has even passed a resolution petitioning the U.S. Congress to provide for them the "common defense" the Constitution mandates.

 Besides, a single site does not provide anywhere close to the amount of protection a multiple-site defense can, for the simple reason that more points of reference make for a more accurate radar track and target lock.

 The fact that a total reliance on a point defense means that the only time that a missile can be shot down is when it is on its descent, almost right on top of us, makes the chance not worth taking. What is needed is a three-layered integrated system, discussed below.

 Myth #2: A Defense Against Single Warheads is Sufficient

This myth is perhaps the most pervasive, because of our "empirical successes" against ballistic missiles. While the Patriot missile system did perform acceptably against the Scud (a glorified mortar round, having nowhere near the speed or guidance capabilities of missiles currently under development), it is worthless against an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM). This is not a science fiction movie, where something can be "modified" or "recalibrated" to fight an ICBM. Blind adherence to the ABM Treaty has made sure the promising research of the 1980s never got to the implementation stage.

 Even if the Grand Forks system were deployed and worked perfectly, it is only of use against missiles carrying a single warhead. This fact flies in the face of the 1995 National Intelligence Estimate stating that rogue nations will not have the capability to hit CONUS for some time to come. With arms transfers and development programs the way they are now, that conclusion is totally discredited. But even if it were true, the missiles currently in China and Russia are capable of hitting the lower 48 states and are equipped with MIRVs. Should a missile be accidentally launched from Russia (an ever-increasing scenario, see SIPB #1), it would MIRV well before Grand Forks could launch an intercept. Thus, we would have 5 or 10 relatively small nuclear bombs, rather than one big one, to contend with. That’s 500%-1,000% more chance of us missing and having a nuclear detonation on U.S. soil. That’s a losing bet. What we need is something to stop the missiles before they become such a threat, which leads to…

 Myth #3: America, Her Allies and Her Forward-Based Troops Can be Protected While Adhering to the ABM Treaty

As mentioned above, the ABM Treaty prohibits sea- and space-based defenses and limits point defense to make it practically useless. It is pointed out in Congressional testimony time and again that the status quo plan for missile defense will not stop more than a simple attack, one that the 1995 NIE said isn’t possible! In reality, the ABM Treaty leaves us and our allies unprotected against the actual launch of ICBMs. Our vulnerability is due to the current administration’s incomprehensible belief that the ability to totally destroy another party and be destroyed in turn (Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD) is the best way to avert nuclear holocaust. That’s great assuming actors are rational, but leaves out the actions of terrorist/rogue nations, irrational submarine commanders, accidental launch and false alerts like the incident in 1995 when Russian President Yeltsin activated his "football" to authorize the launch of nuclear weapons against the U.S. before it was realized that it was a Norwegian meteorological rocket. Remember, NORAD has gone on alert status because of Canadian geese! The impact of a nuclear explosion justifies the cost of development; there’s simply no question. What kind of defense do we need? We had it right in 1983. It should be a three-tiered system:

 Tier 1: Sea-based "boost phase" intercept. This is useful in two ways. First, it allows us to stop a missile before it MIRVs. Second, it would be useful against short-range "theater" ballistic missiles. This would protect our troops and allies, and would be highly mobile to allow for deployment in a crisis. How far away is the technology? Most of it is here today. When the Chinese tried to intimidate the citizens of Taiwan prior to their presidential election by firing ballistic missiles into the sea, our Aegis cruisers tracked them, thanks to a recent software upgrade. We could develop a reliable intercept system in 3 years for $3 billion (Now that’s a real "3+3" system!)

 Tier 2: Space-based intercept. This would use kinetic kill vehicles or a laser-type beam to bring down the missiles or MIRVs. This technology was well on its way to being developed before the funding was pulled, and is realistic, not the "space fantasy" its critics want you to think it is.

 Tier 3: Point defense. When used in conjunction with the other two tiers, a multi-site point defense gives us what may be the difference between peace and all-out war.

How do we reach our goal of defending America? Let’s negotiate with Russia to finally put the useless ABM Treaty to rest. If negotiations fail, we should withdraw, as we are allowed to do under the treaty provisions.
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