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New Arms Reductions Treaty – Avoiding A Slippery Slope
?
President George W. Bush announced Monday that, when he and Russian President Vladimir Putin meet in Moscow next week, they will sign a treaty to reduce U.S. and Russian nuclear arsenals, a treaty he said will lead to a new era of “enhanced mutual security, economic security, and improved relations.”

The President began his Administration expressing no interest in continuing the Cold War pattern of signing treaties with the Soviet Union and Russia, and now he claims this particular treaty “will liquidate the legacy of the Cold War.”  

Maybe – hopefully – this is the end-of-the-line in which arms control has, at best, served as a diplomatic crutch to help the U.S. and Soviets/Russians move from confrontation to cooperation as the basis of their strategic relationship.

The treaty legitimates the plans of both sides; a possible downside is that related political pressures – especially those imposed by our Congress – will lead to unilateral constraints on U.S. programs even though they are in no way required by this or any other treaty.  

But President Bush has played his hand masterfully, and there is hope we can avoid sliding down this “slippery slope.” 

Reducing to 1700 to 2200 nuclear warheads over the next 10 years from current levels of about 6000 nuclear weapons is consistent with President Bush’s oft-stated goal for unilateral U.S. reductions without a treaty – and it is consistent with the levels compelled by Russia’s economic situation and sought by President Putin.

The good news is that the treaty text does not constrain either side’s options on how to achieve these reductions and weapons can be stored to assure they can be restored to respond to currently unexpected future threats.  The three-and-a-half-page treaty expires in 10 years unless the sides decide to renew it – and either side can withdraw in 3months, rather than 6 months as required by other treaties such as the ABM Treaty.

Ah yes… the ABM Treaty. It came into existence with the first strategic arms limitation agreement, in 1972, and has been politically linked to continuing negotiations on strategic arms ever since, even though there has been no legal linkage. 

As was the case for previous START Treaties, the new treaty does not mention the ABM Treaty, which has banned for the past 30 years development, testing and deployment of any effective American defense against ballistic missiles.  But when those START Treaties were signed, the Soviets, and later the Russians, made unilateral statements threatening to withdraw from the START Treaty if the U.S. built effective defenses – creating political linkage to the ABM Treaty.

And some of Russia’s generals have made similar noises recently – it remains to be seen whether Mr. Putin will join that chorus.  Even if he does, that approach should be less effective in constraining U.S. programs this time.

Such unilateral statements have reinforced a political environment wherein some in the U.S. Congress – and the Senate in particular – have sought and sometimes passed legislation compelling the Pentagon to live within narrow constraints alleged to be the intent of the ambiguous ABM Treaty.  These political constraints precluded America’s engineers from using the best technology to develop, test and deploy the most effective defenses possible.

President Bush’s approach to negotiating with President Putin gives hope that things will lead to a very different political environment on Capitol Hill – and a very different program to build effective defenses.

In the past, the U.S. has negotiated reductions before insisting on the need to defend the U.S. homeland against ballistic missiles.  This time, President Bush set the correct priority on December 13, 2001 by first announcing his intention to withdraw from the ABM Treaty in six months – and then negotiating the treaty he will sign next week.  

Moreover, he acceded to President Putin’s demands for a treaty on reducing nuclear weapons – laying waste to the arguments of the arms control elite and those in Congress who claimed that abandoning the ABM Treaty would somehow provoke Russia to build up its nuclear arms.

A key test of the President’s approach will be whether Russia truly joins the U.S. to build an effective defense against ballistic missiles.  During his father’s administration, there was much progress toward redirecting U.S. development activities to take advantage of Russian technology and jointly to build a global ballistic missile defense system.  

Russian President Boris Yeltsin actively joined in talks to that end in 1992, but the Clinton Administration abandoned those talks in early 1993, choosing instead to claim that the ABM Treaty was the “cornerstone of strategic stability” – code words for the Cold War’s theology of Mutual Assured Destruction, which sought to make a virtue out of a mutual hostage arrangement between Americans and Russians.

Now we can try again – with the ABM Treaty out of the way on June 13, 2002 – to achieve “enhanced mutual security,” as the President said last Monday.  

A sign of progress toward this happy outcome will be if President Putin makes no claims about the ABM Treaty as he signs the new reductions treaty next week.  Then we’ll see what Congress does.  Stay tuned!!!
� Also published by National Review Online – by Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, Chairman of High Frontier.
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