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World Benefits From Joint Defense Against Ballistic Missiles


The Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty is dead at last, thanks to the announcement that the United States was exercising its right under Article 15 to withdraw. The treaty should have ended with the 1991 passing of the other signatory, or Soviet Union. But it survived for a decade more because of political constraints mostly generated by arms-control devotees still locked into Cold War thinking.


Now these people are wringing their hands, fearing that the international community will respond by building up their nuclear weapons. And they are raising a number of false claims against the withdrawal.


For instance, they argue that no one dares attack us because we would destroy them in response. This argument is ironic after Sept. 11, when terrorists went to their deaths to kill Americans. They also argue that they wouldn’t use ballistic missiles, as Sept. 11 demonstrates. However, does anyone think Osama bin Laden would hesitate to destroy New York with a ballistic missile?


Some mistakenly believe that no one can attack us with ballistic missiles today. Regrettably, the threat is advancing rapidly. In 1998, a bipartisan commission led by then-citizen, now defense secretary, Donald Rumsfeld concluded that rogue states could build missiles within five years.


Many also believe that it is premature to withdraw from the treaty since we don’t know whether defenses will work. Actually, experiments 15 years ago proved we could “hit a bullet with a bullet.” President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative greatly advanced that technology.


But Pentagon leaders have said that they need no testing beyond the terms of the treaty, Bush’s detractor’s argue. This, however, is not so. Lawyers have constrained the testing that engineers have wanted to do since the 1980s. Designing tests around the treaty has led to delay and additional cost.


Others argue that we cannot afford these programs. The opposite is true. The treaty has forced development of the more expensive ground-based options. Sea-based defenses could be built for less because they would take advantage of more than $50 billion already invested in the aegis cruisers that today defend our fleet against aircraft. With onboard defensive interceptors, these ships could shoot down ballistic missiles.


Another less expensive option would use unpiloted air vehicles, like the Predator now flying in Afghanistan, to launch rockets to intercept attacking missiles.


Space-based interceptors would be the most cost-effective global defense. They were the first defense system concept to enter the Pentagon’s formal acquisition process in 1991. Had that program been permitted to continue without ABM Treaty inhibitions, we now could have a global defense to protect the entire world community for less than the cost of one ground-based site in Alaska.


We must press ahead with these system concepts because the threat is urgent. And all can be pursued for under 3 percent of the defense budget and less than ½ percent of the federal budget.


The concerns that abandoning the treaty will cause the Russians and Chinese to build up their nuclear weapons and draw the ire of our friends and allies are overstated. Russia will cooperate with us. In 1992, Russian President Boris Yeltsin proposed that we take advantage of Russian technology and together build defenses for the world community. Withdrawal from the treaty will not harm the excellent relationship President Bush has with Russian President Putin nor lead to any reversal of Russia’s interest in reducing their offensive nuclear weapons.


China is a different matter, but China was already building more ballistic missiles with multiple warheads, and they will probably continue. If anything, they may reduce their investments in such systems if we deploy effective defenses.


As for other friends and allies, the American taxpayer has already footed the bill for building Israeli defenses, for which they are grateful. We also have cooperative programs with the Japanese, who became concerned after the 1998 North Korean launch of a Taepo Dong missile over their territory. Other nations also have expressed an interest in joint programs, and our NATO friends for years have been considering how they might extend that defensive alliance to ballistic missile defense.


Many parties can play a role in a joint effort. Various nations can provide bases for interceptors, radar or other components. We can work together on command and control, just as NATO manages its joint air defense. All can benefit from a joint defense against ballistic missiles.

� From the Los Angeles Daily Journal, January 24, 2002, by Henry F. Cooper.
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