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Countdown to a New Beginning – Sans the ABM Treaty
On December 13, President Bush announced the United States was withdrawing from the ABM Treaty – under the Treaty’s own terms, it will cease to be tomorrow on the six month anniversary of that announcement.  Hallelujah! 

Finally, after 30 years of abiding by this treaty that sought to make a virtue of America’s vulnerability, America’s scientists and engineers can employ our best technology to build truly effective ballistic missile defenses.  This is a welcome new beginning, indeed!

We should celebrate, for sure.  But, understand that the fight to end America’s vulnerability to even a single ballistic missile and to build a truly effective defense is far from over.

In the first place, none should believe it will be easy to establish an innovative Pentagon program to fully exploit technologies that were banned even from being tested for the past 30-years.   And the Pentagon bureaucracy has forgotten where it was just a decade ago, after nine years of Ronald Reagan’s SDI program and a $30 billion investment in innovative technology – even though such technologies could not be fully tested.  

The Clinton Pentagon scuttled the most advanced technology work – including critical work to defeat countermeasures of continuing theater defense programs.  The budget for such R&D was reduced from well over $1 billion a year to a few tens of millions a year.  And, so far, the Bush II Administration has done little to revive this important work – even though it is pressing ahead with an $8 billion-a-year program that has as its centerpiece an extension of a Clinton Administration program that was designed to require only marginal changes from the ABM Treaty.  

There are signs that the Pentagon’s Missile Defense Agency (MDA) is beginning to look again at the critical technologies – although their minimal effort  appears to be “reinventing the wheel” – and not as good a wheel at that.  

For example, this week’s Aviation Week described “new” initiatives that “may” show the need for other than infrared sensors for interceptors – perhaps, ultraviolet or laser radar sensors – and said that heavier Navy interceptors would be required to acquire more maneuverability.  But a decade ago during Bush I, SDI’s Brilliant Pebbles program developed to the testing stage a lightweight comprehensive sensor suite and propulsion system that would enable a lightweight, highly maneuverable Navy interceptor – not to mention a truly effective space-based interceptor.  These sensors and the propulsion system were space-qualified in 1994 – then abandoned by the Clinton team because of their SDI heritage.  

Are they also politically incorrect in the Bush II Administration?  Hopefully not – but substantial bureaucratic impedance in the Pentagon must be overcome if they are to see the light of day.

Significant external political forces will also continue to impede progress in reviving key technologies.  For example, Senator Carl Levin, the powerful chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, has compelled, through a party-line vote, a $800 million cut to the President’s missile defense budget for next year – preferentially cutting space defenses, the Navy programs, and other activities that would exploit the most advanced technology.  Senator Levin is also seeking restrictive language preventing the Pentagon authorities from employing the best technology.  Last week, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld wrote to legislators that he would recommend a Presidential veto if those funding and legislative constraints remained in the Defense Authorization Bill sent for the President’s signature.

Yesterday, in a last gasp attempt to halt the withdrawal, 31 Democrat Congressmen, led by Rep. Dennis Kucinich (D-OH) filed a law suit charging the President with exceeding his Constitutional authority by withdrawing from the ABM Treaty and he seeks to require the President to seek Congressional approval.  This attempt follows Rep. Kucinich’s effort last week to obtain such a constraint by legislation – it failed by a vote of 254 to 169.    The Supreme Court upheld President Carter’s 1979 unilateral decision to end the U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty with Taiwan – so Mr. Kucinich’s current effort seems likely to fail, also.  But, rest assured, his fight to constrain our defense programs will continue.

And don’t imagine that we have seen the last of political pressure from the Russians – and our allies who have expressed concern about our leaving the ABM Treaty.  Last week, Russian Foreign Minister Ivanov told the new NATO arrangement that now includes Russia of Russia’s intention to work on a European missile defense system, while he continued to express reluctance in accepting the end of constraints on America’s efforts to build effective defenses for the United States against long-range missiles.

So, let us celebrate the end of the era when U.S. policy adopted Mutual Assured Destruction theology – and now dedicate ourselves to fight for the best defenses we can build with America’s best technology as soon as possible.
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