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Remember September 11!!!
At 8:46 on this dreary morning in Washington, there was a solemn ceremony on the South Lawn of the White House to remember that awful moment three months ago when the first of four hijacked airliners hurtled into the World Trade Center.  Similar moments of remembrance of those innocent victims of terrorism were held at “ground zero” in New York, at the Pentagon, and in over 70 nations around the world.  Indeed, the victims were from many nations – and President Bush has done a masterful job in leading a consequent and continuing international “war on terrorism.”  All will remember.

It is sad that such catastrophes seem required to awaken us to dangers that seem all too apparent in retrospect.  For three months, the talking heads on all the networks have recounted numerous experts, studies and commissions – inside and outside of government – that for years have pointed out the growing danger of America’s vulnerability to weapons of mass destruction and the weapons to deliver them, as  “transnational” threats,  “asymmetric” threats, acts of terrorism, etc. Many pointed out that America and her allies needed to reorganize and prepare to confront this growing threat.

Yet, we were unprepared on September 11.  We had a major intelligence failure.  We failed to respond effectively to terrorist attacks against us – from the 1983 suicide bombing of our marine barracks in Beirut to the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, to our embassies, to Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia, etc.  We ignored the growing threat.

Hopefully, we will not be swayed from the President’s challenge to wage war to defeat terrorists and those that harbor them – no matter how long it takes.  We must rally behind the call to remember September 11, to steel ourselves to the long complex – and dangerous – conflict that Defense Secretary Don Rumsfeld so magnificently presses.  For ourselves and our children and grandchildren, we must stay the course, for this is indeed a war for our very way of life and all we hold dear.  

Now we debate what to do after Afghanistan – as that war, nay battle, winds down.  Should we rid the Iraqi people and the world of Saddam Hussein?  Dare we wait while he continues to build weapons of mass destruction and the means to deliver them?  It has been three years since Saddam first refused to continue the inspections in Iraq in violation of the peace accords he accepted after the 1991 Gulf War.  Accordingly, we are not sure where he stands in his long-standing plans to again threaten us in the Middle East – indeed to threaten us here at home.  We have little doubt of his objectives and his efforts to carry them out, including by terrorist agents.

Whatever we decide is our next objective in the war on terrorism, there is another important, even related, reason to remember September 11.  We should want to do all we can to avoid another surprise attack in this continuing dangerous time.  Yet, it seems we have not transferred this important lesson to the subject of defending America from missile attack.  There seems to be absolutely no sense of urgency to end our total vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile.  

Our leaders say we are only “testing” missile defense concepts, so far changed little from that concept designed to fail by the Clinton Administration.  Much is made of “3-of-5” successes in the most recent test series – seemingly oblivious that successful proof-of-principle experiments were conducted 15 years ago, with pre-SDI technology.  Little is being done to revive cutting edge technology produced by the Reagan and Bush I Strategic Defense Initiative – technology that offers the means of overcoming likely countermeasures that can quickly defeat the defense system we are so dedicated to “testing.”  And the Bush Administration continues the Clinton practice of “dumbing down” our development and testing programs to avoid overstepping the ambiguous bounds of the ABM Treaty – which President Bush has rightly called a Cold War relic.

For example, a sea-based radar was not permitted to participate in the most recent test – because of the Treaty.  Now bear in mind that this radar has been used for five years to observe Chinese and other missile launches in scenarios that involve defending our overseas troops, friends and allies, but we cannot test this radar if it demonstrates the capability to help defend the American people in their homeland, and if we cannot conduct even such a simple test, imagine the restrictions on building and testing interceptors that might be used to shoot down missiles aimed at Americans!!!  

The world’s newspapers today report that Secretary of State Colin Powell is returning from Moscow having made no progress in persuading the Russians to alleviate the constraints of the ABM Treaty.  Powell’s counterpart, Russian Foreign Minister Ivanov, emphasized that Russia views the ABM Treaty as “the key element of the entire treaty system of providing strategic stability in the world.”  In other words, Russia, which has defenses, wants America to remain vulnerable.  

To awaken from this stupor, must we have a September 11 event when a ballistic missile attack makes the tragedy of three months ago seem benign by comparison?  Is it not time to withdraw from this Cold War Treaty with a nation that no longer exists – and release our best engineers to build the best defenses we can as soon as we can?
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