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Early Sea-based Defenses – Better Late than Never!!!
Yesterday’s Wall Street Journal carried an important article by Greg Jaffe, “Pentagon Could Begin Deployment of Some Missile Defenses By 2004.”  This article quotes Missile Defense Agency Director LGen. Ron Kadish as saying that he expects to recommend an accelerated schedule to begin operating sea-based defenses by 2004 – faster than “many experts” had expected.  At long last, acknowledgment of the obvious – as far as it goes.  

LGen. Kadish’s experts certainly never included the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) and Navy experts who, a decade ago, initiated Navy programs to accomplish that objective long before now.  Nor did they include Navy experts that continued to recommend such programs throughout the Clinton era and into the Bush II era (when they have been blocked at every turn).  Indeed, sea-based deployments are possible even earlier than LGen. Kadish now admits is possible.

Last summer, the press reported Navy studies that recommended relatively inexpensive options that can be exercised in a staged way to begin defending the United States homeland within a year after approval – approval that never came:

· Within 12 months for a few hundred million dollars, the Aegis system’s existing air defense missile can be given a boost-phase intercept capability useful in some scenarios to shoot down North Korean missiles as they rise from their launch pads.  This capability could – in concert with existing coastal radar systems and Coast Guard operations – help protect metropolitan areas from short range SCUDs that might be launched from tramp steamers off all our coasts – e.g., near Boston, New York, Norfolk, etc.  In the context of September 11, this is an appropriate homeland security concern.

· A second stage of sea-based defense could begin protecting American cities within 2-3 years for about $2 billion more than already programmed for the Navy Theater Wide program.  Aegis cruisers operating normally around the world could be given the capability to destroy attacking missiles in their boost- and mid-course phases and so protect a large portion of the United States – as well as our overseas troops, friends and allies.  This upgrade may be consistent with LGen. Kadish’s suggested program which he says could reach deployment in 2004 – the difference in cost estimates could be associated with how many ships are used and whether operational costs for 20-years are included. 

· These near-term sea-based defenses could later be substantially improved, still for costs on the order of $10 billion.

Yesterday’s Wall Street Journal article says the Pentagon has given up on building a near-term boost-phase intercept capability.  Wrong answer – and reflective of a very pessimistic view. Not only do recent Navy studies show a rudimentary boost-phase capability is possible within a year – Navy test programs first demonstrated a boost phase intercept capability in the 1960s when the USS Barney shot down boosting Corporal and Redstone rockets with Terrier interceptors – and in 1971, the Navy’s Applied Physics Laboratory concluded that such past testing indicated a high kill probability – and that the endurance and readiness of such ship-based defenses can be achieved.  What did they know that we don’t?

Now that the ABM Treaty no longer blocks the logical extension of that early testing, the Navy should be given the funds to expedite the development and testing of systems that can give us this early operational capability.  Needed is a positive attitude – and dedicated competent engineering and management.

Yesterday’s Wall Street Journal article also indicates that someone needs to take a fresh look at the key technology needed to support a sea-based architecture.   Apparently, LGen. Kadish believes that ground-based and sea-based defenses should use the same interceptor. Wrong, wrong, wrong!!!  

Using the Army’s ground-based interceptor kill vehicle would inevitably doom the sea-based system to building an expensive large new interceptor missile (and therefore a new larger Vertical Launch System) to carry a heavier kill vehicle than current – actually old but ignored – technology makes possible.  Such a large missile would lead to ships being dedicated to a missile defense role – adding expense and reducing the utility of those ships.  

A better alternative is to use SDI’s Brilliant Pebbles technology, which was politically incorrect throughout the Clinton era because of its SDI heritage, to enable a sea-based interceptor missile that would fit into the existing Vertical Launch System and be deployed wherever the current Aegis cruisers go.  Such a system would be much less expensive, and improvements could result more rapidly by using Under Secretary Aldrich’s vaunted “spiral development” process.

States Ambassador Henry F. Cooper, High Frontier’s Chairman, “Clearly needed is a fresh look at Navy missile defense options, free of the Army-centric, ground-based focus of the past nine years.  That focus was deliberate because only minor changes from the ABM Treaty were tolerated.  We need to move beyond that most unhelpful bias.”

Especially needed is a dedicated program like the Navy Polaris program that delivered within four years our first operational strategic submarine and its submarine launched ballistic missiles – ahead of schedule and below budget.  With a top national priority, like that endorsed by then President Dwight Eisenhower, a streamlined Navy management team can again deliver for the nation.
High Frontier(2800 Shirlington Rd., Suite 405(Arlington, VA  22206(Phone 703-671-4111(Fax 703-931-6432

